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ABSTRACT
Marital Dissolution: Paths to Breakup
September 1982
Robert L. Miller, B.A.
, State University of New York at Albany
M.A.
,
Ph.D., University of Massachusetts
Directed by: Professor George Levinger
This study concerns changes that occur during marital dissolution.
Interviews were conducted with 20 male and 20 female ex-spouses, pri-
marily middle class people in a college community. The study yielded
retrospective data about four successive time points in each relation-
ship; points of (1) peak confidence in the relationship's continuation,
(2) maximum uncertainty about the relationship, (3) final separation,
and (4) feeling single again. For each point, ex-spouses rated their
attractions to the relationship, their barriers against leaving it,
their attractions to an optimal alternative, and various components of
their psychological well-being.
Across the four successive time points, the correlates of well-
being change were examined. Between the times of "peak confidence" and
"maximum uncertainty" , declines in well-being were correlated only
with declines in attractions to the relationship. Between the times
of "maximum uncertainty" and the "final separation", well-being
changes were most highly correlated with rises in alternative attrac-
tions and next most highly correlated with drops in marital attractions.
Finally, between the times of the "final separation" and "feeling
single", rises in well-being were correlated most highly with rises
in alternative attractions, and next most highly correlated with
drops in barriers
.
Three different patterns of well-being change were observed.
In some relationships, well-being deteriorated steeply and then
gradually increased until the separation and beyond. In other re-
lationships, well-being dropped moderately, remained low until
separation, and then increased. In still other relationships, well-
being deteriorated gradually until separation, and then increased.
Those with early recovery of well-being had the steepest initial
drop in attractions followed by the steepest rise in alternative
attractions. Those with continued deterioration recalled the most
gradual initial drop in attractions followed by an actual decline in
alternative attractions
.
Women were more likely than men to recover their well-being
before separation; men's well-being was more likely to deteriorate
until separation.
It was suggested that those who had previously done more work on
ending the marriage were more able to recover their well-being and
to seek new beginnings
.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
How do marriages come apart? Despite the large number of
divorces, the process by which a marriage dissolves remains only
vaguely understood. Is the dissolution a matter of gradual dis-
enchantment or of sudden discovery? Does the declining appeal
of the spouse typically precede or follow the emergence of an
appealing new love?
Relationships that have ended may differ greatly in the ways
in which the union came apart. The various ways in which marriages
dissolve might be likened to descending from the top of a mountain:
some mountains are taller than others, and so the descent will be
steeper. And, for any particular mountain, there may be many
paths of descent that are long or short, straight or twisted,
clear or rocky.
A close relationship may similarly show many courses of
descent. The steepness of its decline will depend in part on how
high the attraction of each partner was to the other at the re-
lationship's peak. For example, was the relationship based on
strong passion? Or was the match instead based on the unexciting
comfort of being with a spouse who merely represented the best of
an unexciting pool of available mates?
Even if the initial conditions were uniform, there would be a
large variety of changes that could occur on the path to breakup.
1
Each spouse may become bothered by the insensitivity of the other,
by patterns of interaction, or by intruding third parties. And
the order and speed of such changes may differ from one relation-
ship to another.
This study attempts to discern alternative patterns of breakup,
patterns that emerge upon studying detailed information about the
marital relationship in each of its stages. To obtain information
about the endings of marriages, other investigators have asked pri-
marily open-ended questions that relied mainly in the ability of
the participants to sort out and explain the jumble of events
that they have been through. Such studies of the dissolution
process have resulted in data about the themes of what went wrong
in the marriage or the perceived causes of divorce (Weiss, 1975;
Hunt & Hunt, 1977; Harvey, Wells a Alvarez, 1977) . However, these
studies have not typically assessed precisely the temporal ordering
of changes. Thus, studying the spontaneously generated stories
of the participants has not led towards an in-depth understanding
of the nature of the changes that led to the final breakup.
The present study attempted to elicit the detailed information
needed — information about the processes over time of marital
deterioration and ending. Participants were asked specific
questions about several distinct times in their relationships in
order to help them construct accounts that would be sharper and
more coherent than if they simply had responded, unaided, to
open-ended inquiries. Such a method was aimed both to help the
participants attain a better knowledge of their own relationship,
and also to further our general knowledge of the elusive process
by which a marriage dissolves.
The Dissolution Process
How one views the process of divorce will depend on how one
conceives of marriage. Marriage can be examined from many theor-
etical perspectives and on different levels of analysis. For
example, sociologists often view marriage as a social institution
that regulates adult roles for men and women (e.g., Turner, 1970),
emphasizing attachment to the spousal role. Social psycholgists
,
on the other hand, have focused on the bonds of attractions (e.g.
,
Levinger, 1965; Huston, et. al, 1981) , the barriers to breakup
(Levinger, 1965) , and on the creation of shared routines of every-
day life (Hagestad & Smyer, 1982) . I will begin with a conception
of close relationships that has generality to all relationships,
whether they be friendships in which there is typically little
compulsion to remain, or marriages in which there are usually
strong obligations and commitments. This conception will serve as
the basis for researchable questions about marital dissolution.
Perceived forces inside and outside a relationship . Levinger (1965,
1976) conceived of the marital pair as a special case of all social
groups. Whereas group cohesiveness has been defined as "the total
4field of forces which act on a member to remain in the group"
(Festinger, Schachter & Back, 1950, p. 164), the cohesiveness of
a relationship was seen as the total field of forces acting on
the two partners to remain in the relationship (Levinger, 1965)
.
What types of forces exist within this total field? Lewin
(1936) described an individual's life space in terms of its
regions and boundaries. He conceived of a person as located in
a field of forces that impel the person in various directions:
"driving forces" propel the person either towards a positively
valued region or away from a negatively valued one, and "restraining
forces" bar a person's exit when approaching the boundary of a
psychological region.
Building on Lewin 's force field analysis, Levinger conceived
of two major types of forces, or inducements to remain in or to
leave a relationship, as definers of a pair's cohesiveness.
Levinger elaborated those forces as follows: (1) Attractions were
conceived of as forces analogous to driving forces. "Positive
attractions," such as companionship or sexual enjoyment, were con-
sidered to drive a person toward a relationship; "negative attrac-
tions" or "repulsions," such as insensitivity or physical violence,
were assumed to drive a person away from a relationship. (2)
Barriers were conceived of as forces analogous to Lewin 's concept
of restraining forces. They included feelings of obligation or
commitment, which act to contain the relationship by making it
costly for a person to exit. Close relationships are held
5together, then, not only by mutual attractions, but also by barriers.
Levinger also conceived of the pull or influence of alternatives.
Such alternatives might include entering another relationship or
going it alone. There are alternative attractions and alternative
barriers. Alternative attractions drive a person toward or away
from alternative relationships or states. "Positive attractions
to alternatives" would include one's desire for independence or for
the freedom to pursue another romantic relationship. "Negative
attractions to alternatives" would include one's fear of or dis-
taste for pursuing other romantic relationships. Alternative
barriers , which may be less psychologically important than alter-
native attractions, are forces that make it costly to leave an
alternative relationship or state. These would include obligations
to other partners or to one's career.
At any given moment in any relationship, then, each partner is
affected by a constellation of forces. Whether satisfied or not,
a person may compare the forces inside and outside a relationship.
If the internal attractions and barriers are judged to be greater
than the attractions and barriers from a viable alternative, the
person is assumed to remain in the relationship. But if the forces
from the alternative possibility are judged to be greater than
those inside the relationship, breakup should come about.
It is possible to put the factors into an equation in which
forces inside and outside the relationship are contrasted:
6(1) If ( A + B ) > ( A' + B' )
Current Relationship Viable Alternative
Then a person will remain in the relationship.
In contrast:
(2) If ( A + B ) < ( A' + B' )
Current Relationship Viable Alternative
Then a person will leave the relationship.
Where A = Attractions inside the relationship
B = Barriers around the relationship
A' = Attractions to a viable alternative
B' = Barriers around the viable alternative
Changes that lead to marital breakup . What sorts of changes are
likely to lead to marital breakup? The present conception assumes
that relationships change when the perceived forces inside or out-
side the relationship change. In order for a marriage to proceed
to a point where an alternative is preferred, perceived attractions
must decline (e.g., sexual enjoyment declines, insensitivity in-
creases), barriers drop (e.g., feelings of obligation decline),
and alternative attractions must rise (e.g., desires for freedom to
pursue other romantic relationships increase)
.
The particular form of changes that occur will depend somewhat
on the conditions of the relationship at its peak. For example,
one marriage ~ based on highly charged passion — may be highly
cohesive at its peak, with an attraction that far exceeds that of
7any alternative. In such a case, there must be a deep erosion of
the attractions before the partners will even consider the possibility
of breakup. In a very different sort of marriage, attractions even
at their peak are fairly low, but the barriers holding it together
are strong. Such a marriage might break asunder if the restraints
against leaving it decline sufficiently. A third sort of marriage,
an unstable one, is one in which both peak attractions and external
pressures to remain are fairly low, but the relationship stays
together only because attractions to alternatives are even lower
than internal attractions. In such a case, the emergence of an
acceptable alternative partner might well lead to the severing of
the marital bonds.
The actual process of change seems likely to be more complicated
than any of these simple scenarios. For example, a marriage with
little passionate love might be threatened early by the emergence
of an attractive alternative, but the participants might not be
able to part company until they later reduce their barriers against
breakup.
The present study examines the changes that lead to marital
breakup. Before addressing the specifics of the study, I will
examine how previous researchers have looked at the process of
marital dissolution.
8The Dissolution Process: A Review of the Literature
There has been scant theoretical and empirical attention to how
a relationship changes over time and dissolves. The literature,
which will be examined below, has typically addressed only one aspect
of the process of marital dissolution, or represented a very general
level of analysis and abstraction. Thus, there is a general liter-
ature on life transitions (e.g., Van Gennep, 1960; Adams, Hayes &
Hopson, 1976) , but theory and research has not often addressed the
process of transition in close relationships. Further, there are
some models of transition in close relationships (e.g., Levinger s
Snoek, 1972) , but these have tended to focus on development rather
than dissolution, and they have also not given an overall picture of
the important variables and their changes over time. In addition,
there is a growing literature on marital dissolution (e.g. , Chiriboga,
1977; Weiss, 1975), but the focus has usually been on post-divorce ad-
justment or on the divorce as a discrete event, rather than on the de-
tails of the transition over time to breakup. These investigators,
then, have not typically specified in theory, or demonstrated on an
empirical level, the precise nature of the changes that lead up to
the final breakup of a marriage.
This literature does, however, provide a conceptual background for
understanding the more narrowly focused and specific conception pro-
vided in this study of how marriages dissolve. The following review
briefly considers the relevant areas: the nature of transition, and
then transition in developing or dissolving relationships.
9Change over time; the nature of transitions . There is a growing
literature on tae general processes of transition (e.g., Adams,
Hayes & Hopson, 1976; Brim, 1980). The role of transitions in
people's lives is immensely important, given the large number of
transitions that we all encounter and the stresses and strains
generally involved in each one.
One seminal book by Van Gennep (1960) has inspired much
interest in turning points in the life cycle, examining ceasings
and becomings as they occur in "status passage", in role exits and
entries. Van Gennep notes that significant transitions are often
marked by rites of passage, public rituals that help to reorganize
social matrices and to make new identities public. Such rites in-
volve scheduling, a predictable sequence of events with three
subphases — separation, transition, and incorporation — and some
"lee-time" or time when the normal course of activities is inter-
rupted to allow the actor to realign his or her life. Van Gennep
argues that semi-civilized societies pay more attention to transitions
than do modern societies, in that they provide elaborate rites of
passage that help to smooth the process of ceasing and becoming.
Since Van Gennep 's original work, the concept of transition
has been extended to work in modern western societies (e.g., Neu-
garten & Hagestad, 1976). Rapoport and Rapoport (1965) suggest the
usefulness of focusing on critical points of major role transition,
when the structure of both personality and social system are in a
somewhat fluid state, with new structures being established. These
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"transition points" (Hopson & Adams, 1976) have been said to involve
both a loss and a gain (Marris, 1974) and therefore, not only to
trigger psychological and physiological pain, but also to offer a
great potential for personal growth and development. The Chinese
word for "crisis" refers to this and embodies the possibilities for
both danger and opportianity. KL±)ler-Ross also underscores this idea:
"In order to grow, you must continuously die and be reborn... you
receive your final opportunity for growth when you are at death's
doorstep" (1975, p. 147). These authors, then, all generally suggest
that the process of transition involves both ceasing, or separating
from an old status, and becoming, or incorporating a new status.
One reason that transitions are so important is that the ability
to cope with them seems to be strongly related to one's psychological
well-being. Adaptive coping is said to result from managing one's
feelings rather than being overwhelmed by them, thus producing the
effective behavior required by the new situation, and utilizing the
opportunities contained in the new situation (Hopson & Adams, 1976).
Further, it has been proposed (Hagestad & Smyer, 1982) that a trans-
ition is likely to be difficult to manage the more it is an incomplete
passage, unscheduled, out of the person's control, and with no ready
social support — conditions likely to be present in the transition
from married to single.
Despite the growing interest in the study of transitions, there
have been relatively few attempts to describe specific transitions.
Investigators have begiin to study some of the stages that people pass
11
through in coping with bereavement (Fink, 1967; Parkes, 1972), how
people deal with imminent death (Kubler-Ross
, 1969), how behavioral
scientists in training progress through a number of identifiable
stages (Adams, 1969), how people's careers develop (Super, 1957),
how people conduct the transition from work to school (Maizel, 1970),
how technological change affects traditional cultures (Mead, 1955)
,
and how groups respond to war and to natural disasters (Fritz, 1957;
Lifton, 1954; Archibald et. al., 1962).
Finally, and most pertinent to the present study, there have
been a few attempts to describe transitions in close relationships.
In the sections that follow, we look at transitions as relationships
evolve towards greater involvement or towards breakup.
The developmental process in pair relationships . Some recent theor-
etical models have specifically addressed the question of how dyadic
relationships proceed from casual acquaintanceship to deep involve-
ment. These include social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973)
,
which is derived from social exchange and cognitive process models.
Social penetration theory states that relational development is an
orderly process in which interaction proceeds gradually from super-
ficial, nonintimate areas to increasingly intimate areas of exchange.
Second, filter theories (e.g., Udry, 1971) postulate a number of
filters that operate to decrease the field of eligibles; these in-
clude "propinquity," "attraction," "social background," "consensus"
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(i.e., similar attitudes and values), and, finally, "need complemen-
tarity" filters. A third model is Levinger and Snoek's (1972)
"levels of relatedness" model, which proposes that there are three
basic levels at which one person can relate to another. Level 1
is one-way observation, without any reciprocation from the other,
and attraction is based on perceived favorable attributes. Level
2 is two-way surface contact between either strangers or recurring
role partners, and attraction is based on reward-cost outcomes of
exchange. Level 3 is deeper mutual interdependence, and attraction
is based on joint experiences, joint norms, and other mutual prop-
erties.
Although there are these theoretical models of the development
of close relationships, there has been little research in this area.
There are some studies that are specific to the processes of romantic
relationships (e.g., Murstein, 1970; Ryder, Kafka & Olsen, 1970),
but these have not given a detailed understanding of changes over
time.
One exception is a study by Stambul (1975) , which developed a
model of courtship on the basis of spouses' retrospective reports,
specifying important process variables and how such variables change
as relationships proceed. Stambul identified four variables of
pair functioning — love, conflict, ambivalence, and maintenance.
She specified changes in these variables across the stages from
casual dating, serious dating, engagement to marriage. Stambul
suggested that the experience of ambivalence is related to increases
13
in conflict in the premarital stage but to decreases in love in
the post-marriage stages. In addition, maintenance behaviors
were seen by Stambul as activities used by the dyad in the dating
stages to increase the level of rewards, and in later stages to
work through conflict and negative affect so as to minimize the
level of costs. In studying detailed information over time on
relationship development, Stambul 's study is parallel in a reverse
manner to the present study of marital dissolution.
How do marriages deteriorate? There has also been little theory
and research in the area of relational dissolution. The growing
literature on divorce pays scant attention to the events preceding
the breakup, but rather concentrates on post-divorce adjustment
(e.g., Chiriboga, 1977; Kressel & Deutsch, 1977; Weiss, 1975).
Even studies that do look at the pre-divorce period have not
focused on the temporal order of the changes in the dyad. Such
studies have typically been based on open-ended questions that have
resulted in information about what went wrong in the marriage or
the perceived causes of divorce (e.g., Weiss, 1975; Hunt & Hunt,
1977; Harvey, Wells & Alvarez, 1977).
Those studies that have looked at the temporal ordering of
changes have generally presented their findings as case histories,
as Brody and Osborne (1980) did in their presentation of the break-
ups of nine long-term marriages.
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Still other studies have been limited to the impressions of
couples' therapists. For example, Kressel and Deutsch (1977)
described two periods of dissolution: a "predecision" period in
which divorce is not being seriously considered, and a "decision"
period of serious deliberation. Federico (1979) identified two
"indirect strategies" — provocation and sabotage — that were used
by couples in therapy during a marital termination period.
One study that did obtain structured data regarding the pro-
cess of marital dissolution was that of Hagestad and Smyer (1982)
,
who emphasized divorce as a process, rather than as a discrete
event. Hagestad and Smyer studied the retrospective reports of
ninety-three divorced persons. By specifying the ways in which a
marriage is held together — mutual attractions, attraction to one's
spouse role, creation of shared routines of everyday life, and a
formal legal commitment — they examined different ways in which
ex-spouses reported having severed the bonds of their marriage.
Some spouses in their study completed an "orderly" process of
"ceasings," gradually "decathecting" from their partner, their mari-
tal role, and the routines of shared living prior to the actual
divorce. Other spouses followed a more "disorderly" process in
which some or all of such relational ceasings were left undone at
the time of the legal divorce.
Applying the present conception to previous findings . Next we apply
our attraction and barrier scheme to previous findings. We will
15
examine the findings of the above studies as they seem to represent
examples of changes — a drop in net attractions (either a drop in
positive attractions or a rise in negative attractions) , a rise in
alternative attractions, or a drop in barriers to breakup.
Drop in net attractions . Most previous research on marital
dissolution has focused on declining attractions inside a relationship
— a drop in positive feelings or a rise in negative ones. This sug-
gests that changes in attractions inside a relationship are more
important in the dissolution of most marriages than are changes in
barriers or alternative attractions.
Drop in positive attractions . The published work covers the
following sources of declining positive attractions: lost ability
to talk with one another (Weiss, 1975) , drifting apart which stemmed
from basic personality differences (Hunt & Hunt, 1969) , too few
signs of affection (Harvey, Wells & Alvarez, 1977) , sexual boredom
and emotional and intellectual distancing (Brody & Osborne, 1980),
and lack of love, respect or companionship, as well as lack of shared
sexual enjoyment (Levinger, 1966)
.
Rise in negative attractions . Most of the themes or causes
reported in these studies can be classified as increased negatives,
including the following: a chronic failing in the spouse or serious
depression (Weiss, 1975), a few isolated events or causes in which
the partner played the villain, and incompatibility with the chief
16
burden of fault on the ex-spouse (Hunt & Hunt, 1969)
,
insensitivity
,
alcoholism, physical abuse, escalating conflict, and unacceptable
personal hygiene practices (Harvey, Wells & Alvarez, 1977), chronic
physical illness, problems centering around sex and communication,
and drinking (Brody & Osborne, 1980).
Rise in alternative attractions . The following increases in
attractions to alternatives have been cited: affairs (Hunt & Hunt,
1969) , romantic involvement outside of marriage, desires for a new
lifestyle (Harvey, Wells & Alvarez, 1977), and the wife's opportu-
nity for an independent life (Cherlin, 1970).
What is not clear from the reports of these rising alternative
attractions is whether they generally precede or follow changf>=- in
attractions to the relationship, or whether circular causality may
operate and change come about simultaneously. The present study
will try to assess temporal ordering in order to clarify the role
of rising alternative attractions in the dissolution process.
Drop in barriers . Brody and Osborne (1980) studied couples
from twenty-year or longer marriages, and cited increased societal
permissiveness, a concept reflecting declining barriers, as a source
of breakup. They also listed some barriers that had held the marriage
together for the twenty-year period, but which declined late in the
relationship, including societal stigma of divorce, feelings of guilt
towards one's partner, and responsibilities to spouse and children.
17
In the final section of the literature review, we look at how
the accounts of males and females may differ.
Sex differences in marital dissolution . How are accounts of males
likely to differ from those of females? A few studies have compared
the experiences of males and females, either in their satisfaction
during marriage or in their adjustment after separation.
Regarding research on marital satisfaction, some studies sug-
gest no sex differences and other studies suggest that men are
generally more satisfied with their marriages than women. Thus,
national surveys generally report that men and women do not differ
significantly in their marital happiness (Bradburn, 1969; Bradburn
& Caplovitz, 1965; Gurin, Veroff & Feld, 1960). In contrast, Ber-
nard (1973)
,
basing her conclusions on comparisons of married and
unmarried men and women, suggests that marriage is physically,
socially, and psychologically better for men than for women.
Regarding post-separation adjustment, Weiss (1975) found that
men and women were equally likely to show separation distress
following breakup. On the other hand, Kitson (1981) found that
men are somewhat more likely than women to remain attached to their
spouse, while Hagestad and Smyer (1982) found that men have a harder
time working themselves through marital ceasings. And Chiriboga et.
al. (1978) found that men reported being significantly less happy
following separation, although women reported greater turmoil and
depression
.
18
In sum, there is evidence that women are less satisfied with
their marriages, but better off after separation.
The Present Study
The conception on which this study rests assumes that there
will be one or more changes on the path of marital dissolution.
Attractions may drop. Alternative attractions may rise. Barriers
may drop. There are likely to be many different sequences across
relationships, rather than any single ordering of transition possi-
bilities .
To try to order the breakup experience, this study examines
different sequences leading to breakup by looking at the accounts
of participants in two ways. First, participants simply give their
own accounts of the breakup — what happened, the reasons for the
breakup, and the various stages of dissolution. Second, participants
have been asked specific questions in order to get more systematic
data about changes taking place over time. These questions often
give a structure to an account that it would not otherwise have.
The time process can be looked at in many ways. We chose to
structure the accounts of participants by selecting four distinct
time points during dissolution about which we would ask each parti-
cipant. "Time 1" was the point of peak confidence in continuation of
the relationship. "Time 2" was the point of greatest uncertainty
about the continuation of the relationship. "Time 3" was the point
19
of the final separation. And "Time 4" was the point, following
the final separation, when the respondent really felt like a single
person. These four time points were then used as loci to help
participants recall their feelings about the relationship and the
process of dissolution.
This study investigates the dissolution process in a number of
ways. One way in which change is assessed is by focusing on each
distinct time point in order to see how the relationship differs
from one point to the next. At each time point, we will examine the
cohesiveness of the relationship, or the perceived field of forces
acting on the person to continue it or to leave it. In addition,
at each time point, we will examine the extent of psychological
conflict in the field of forces, and how such conflict is associated
with psychological well-being.
The notion that a person exists in a field of forces leads to a
representation of psychological conflict. According to Lewin, the
constellation of forces which impinge on the life-space at any given
moment may find many opposing forces. A psychological conflict is
said to occur when such opposing forces of about equal strength act
simultaneously on a person.
Lewin assumed that the conflicts deriving from strong opposing
forces lead to emotional tension (Deutsch, 1968) . This basic assump-
tion leads to the following proposition: If certain components of a
person's feelings towards that person's relationship and/or an
20
alternative are perceived to be in opposition, indices of reported
feelings of overall well-being will be low.
Lewin identified a variety of situations of conflict. One case
is when a person has conflicted feelings about the same object or
goal — a single goal elicits both positive and negative feelings.
Another conflict situation is when a person has conflicted feelings
about two different goals — the person is positively attracted to
both, or repelled by both, goals
-
At a relationship's peak, there is likely to be little conflict
but later one or more sorts of conflict are likely to occur: con-
flict towards the relationship itself (i.e., conflicting positive
and negative feelings towards the relationship) , towards an alter-
native (i.e., conflicting positive and negative feelings towards an
alternative) , or towards the relationship as opposed to an alter-
native. For example, the person might experience "double negative"
conflict, being repelled by both the relationship and an alternative
A number of hypotheses will be advanced concerning how "double neg-
ative" conflict is associated with psychological well-being.
A second way in which this study assesses change is by focusing
on each change period — the period of time from one to the next
point in succession — to see what changes in forces inside and out-
side the relationship are most psychologically meaningful. One cri-
terion for assessing the meaningfulness of a change is in terms of
how much it is related to changes in psychological well-being.
Thus, for each change period — Time 1-2, Time 2-3, and Time 3-4
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what are the correlates of well-being change? A number of hypotheses
will be advanced concerning how changes in attractions, alternative
attractions, and barriers are associated with changes in well-being
during each change period.
A third way in which this study assesses change is by widening
the focus from a point or change period to examining the entire
sequence of changes from Time 1 to Time 4. What alternative patterns
can be charted? And how are such patterns associated with individual
well-being?
Finally, this study looks at differences in the accounts of men
and women, those who leave their marriage as opposed to those who
are left, and those from long-term as opposed to short-term marriages.
Hypotheses
Our conception of the divorce process as well as previous lit-
erature led to the statement of a number of hypotheses, which will
be discussed below, about participants' accounts of their marital
dissolution.
Psychological conflict and well-being . One basic assumption, as
stated previously, was that psychological conflict generally leads
to low well-being. We have proposed that, if certain components of
a person's feelings are perceived to be in opposition, indices of re-
ported feelings of overall well-being will be low. The following
hypothesis pertains to one sort of psychological conflict ~ the
opposition of two negative options.
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Hypothesis 1 . Well-being will be lower at a time when the
person recalls "double negative" conflict — that is, when the
spouse reports having been repelled by both the relationship
and its alternatives — than when one or more of these options is
not negative.
This hypothesis assxjmes that a person is worse off psycholog-
ically when there is no good option compared with when there is at
least one good option. A conflict between two negative goals is
what Dollard and Miller (1950) have called an "avoidance-avoidance"
conflict. As they noted, such conflicts are very difficult to
resolve due to the rapidly increasing strength of the avoidance
tendency as one gets closer to either aversive alternative. As one
moves away from one option, one approaches the other one; this
repels the person from the opposite option back to the center of
the conflict.
Correlates of well-being change . For each change period, we will
look at changes in well-being as a major index. Changes will be
examined across three major time periods: (1) From the time of
peak confidence in the continuation of the relationship to the time
of maximum uncertainty (Change Period 1) ; (2) From the time of
maximum uncertainty to the final separation (Change Period 2) ; and
(3) From the final separation to the time when the respondent felt
single again (Change Period 3)
.
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Hypothesis 2. For Change Period 1, respondents who report
the greatest drop in well-being will have dropped the most in their
attractions to the marriage. That is, change in well-being will
be most highly and positively correlated with change in attractions
during this period.
Hypothesis 2 is based on the assumption that, when one's attrac-
tions to the relationship are strong, alternatives are largely for-
saken and barriers are ignored. Attractions to the relationship
should therefore be more strongly related to psychological well-
being than are alternative attractions or barriers during the first
change period.
Hypothesis 3 . For Change Period 2, respondents who report the
greatest increase in well-being will be those who have increased
the most in their attractions to alternatives. That is, change in
well-being will be most highly and positively correlated with
change in alternative attractions during this period.
Hypothesis 3 is based on the assumption that, after dissatis-
faction with the relationship mounts, spouses will consider the alter-
natives to the relationship- Alternative attractions should there-
fore be most strongly related to psychological well-being during
the second change period.
Hypothesis 4 . For Change Period 2, to the extent that respondents
recall that they dropped their barriers to breakup, reported well-
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being will rise. That is, change in well-being will be negatively
correlated with change in barriers during this period.
This hypothesis is based on the assumption that, when a compari-
son of attractions and alternative attractions suggests that an
alternative may be preferable to the current relationship, the
person will then attempt to lower the barriers inhibiting the poss-
ibility of breakup. Thus, after Time 2, when a person has become
uncertain about the relationship, the person will become concerned
with dropping the barriers to breakup.
Hypothesis 5 . For Change Period 3, respondents who report
the greatest increase in well-being will have increased the most in
their attraction to alternatives. That is, change in well-being
will be most highly correlated with change in alternative attractions
during this period.
This hypothesis is based on the same assumption as was Hypo-
thesis 3 — that is, that people will become concerned with alter-
native attractions after dissatisfaction with the relationship
mounts
.
Sex differences . The following hypotheses deal with how the accounts
of males are likely to differ from those of females.
Hypothesis 6 . At Times 1, 2, and 3 ~ peak confidence, maximum
uncertainty, and final separation ~ male ex-spouses will recall them-
selves as more attracted to the marriage than female ex-spouses.
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Hypothesis 6 is based on suggestion that marriage is perceived
as more satisfying by men than by women (e.g., Bernard, 1973).
Hypothesis 7
. At Times 1 and 2 ~ peak confidence and maximum
uncertainty — male ex-spouses will recall greater well-being than
female ex-spouses.
Hypothesis 7 is based on the assumption that, when one is in-
volved in an ongoing relationship, well-being will be primarily
determined by how attracted one is to the relationship. If men
are more attracted to their relationship at Time 1 and Time 2, then
they should be higher in their well-being, compared with women.
Hypothesis 8 . At Time 3 (final separation) , male ex-spouses
will recall lower well-being than female ex-spouses.
This hypothesis is based on suggestions that men are worse off
psychologically after the breakup than are women (e.g., Hagestad &
Smyer, 1982)
.
Hypothesis 9 . Men will be less likely than women to initiate the
breakup of the marriage.
This hypothesis is based on findings of previous studies in which
women more frequently initiated their breakups than men (e.g., Hill,
Rubin & Peplau, 1979; Rands, 1980).
Differences in accounts between the "Leaver" and "Left" . The present
study examines differences in accounts between those who say that they
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left versus those who say that their partner left versus those who
say they decided mutually to end the marriage.
Hypothesis 10 . Those who say that they left their spouse will
recall higher well-being at Time 3 (final separation) than those
who say that the spouse left them.
Hagestad and Smyer (1982) suggest that greater control over
one's breakup is associated with higher well-being. It is likely,
then, that initiators will feel greater control and, therefore, be
better off psychologically at the time of separation. Another
reason the one to leave may be better off psychologically is that
the leaver is likely to be better prepared for a single life, having
anticipated it when considering the decision to end.
Hypothesis 11 . Those who say that they left their partner will
report that it took less time between the time of separation and the
time of feeling single compared with those who did not leave their
partner
.
Those who initiate the breakup are likely to be farther along in
the process of breaking their attachment and starting a new life.
They should therefore take less time after separation before they
feel single.
Length of marriage and accounts . How are accounts of those from long-
term marriages different from those from short-term marriages?
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Hypothesis 12
.
At Times 2 and 3 ~ maximum uncertainty and
final separation — those from long-term marriages will recal L that
they have stronger barriers to breakup than those from short-term
marriages
.
Hypothesis 12 assumes that, the longer one is married, the
greater one's feelings of obligation and commitment to the marriage.
Hypothesis 13
. Those from long-term marriages as opposed to
short-term ones will report that it took longer between the time
of separation an<^ the time of feeling single.
It is assumed that the greater one's barriers at the time of
separation, the longer it will take to reduce those barriers and feel
single. If those from long-term marriages have greater barriers
at Time 3, then they should report that it took longer between the
time of separation and the time of feeling single. In addition, it
is assumed that the greater one's attachment to the spouse, the
longer it will take to break the attachment and feel single. If
those from long-term marriages are more likely to feel more attached
at Time 3, then they should be more likely to take longer to break
their attachment and feel single.
CHAPTER II
METHOD
Respondents
Participants were 40 recently divorced persons, 20 men and 20
women. Initially, it was intended to obtain the entire sample through
the public records of the Hampshire County Probate Court in North-
ampton, Massachusetts. However, this was not possible, and the
final sample consisted of 17 people whose names were obtained from
court records, and 23 people whose names were obtained by referral
from other sources
.
Two-hundred and thirty people who were at least 25 years old,
and had been divorced at least one but no more than five years,
were sent a letter that invited them to participate in the study
(Appendix A). Each person was asked to indicate, on a return post-
card, his or her willingness to participate. Those who did not re-
spond to the letter received a followup phone call, but most of
the people who did not return the postcard could not be reached by
phone. Of those who refused either by postcard or on the phone, the
most common reason was that they did not wish to stir up unpleasant
memories and feelings associated with the marriage.
The initial response rate was very lew — 6% for men and 9% for
women. Therefore, it was necessary to seek additional participants
by referral from other sources: previous participants in the study,
graduate student acquaintances, and personal friends.
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Respondent characteristics
. The twenty female respondents were on
the average older than the twenty males: 39.1 years (with a range
of 25 to 54 years) compared with 35.1 years (with a range of 27
to 48 years)
.
Most respondents had at least some college education. Eighteen
women and fifteen men had attended some college; of these, eleven
of each sex had a college degree. Further, seventeen either were
or had been graduate students, including nine men and eight women.
At the time of their research participation, the median income
for both men and women was in the $10 , 000-$ 15 , 000 range, as measured
by a question asking about current income range. Seven men and
five women were below this median, and nine men and five women were
above it. For the time of their marriage, the median joint income,
recalled by male and female ex-spouses, was in the $10 , 000-$ 15 , 000
range
.
Marital history . The females had been married an average of 12.3
years (with a range of 2 to 27 years) compared with 8.1 years for the
males (with a range of 1 to 21 years) . Thirteen women and six men
were parents.
Present living situation . Eighteen respondents (eight women and ten
men) lived alone at the time of their research participation. Seven
people (two women and five men) now lived with a new partner; of
these seven, two persons of each sex had remarried. Six persons
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(four women and two men) lived alone with their children. The
remaining six women and three men lived in communal households
that included other adults.
Procedure
Each of the 40 ex-spouses was interviewed by the author during
March or April, 1981. Each interview lasted approximately two hours,
with a range of 80 to 160 minutes. Of the 40 people, 28 accepted a
payment of $8.00 for their participation and 12 declined payment.
Before the interview began, the purpose of the study was ex-
plained. Each person was told that the interview would consist of
a series of questions about their relationship from its beginning to
its end. Each person was assured of confidentiality, and signed
an "informal consent" statement (Appendix B) . Following that, infor-
mation was obtained about the respondent's demographic characteristics
(Appendix C)
.
The interview then took the following sequence: First, each
person talked for roughly 15-30 minutes, giving his or her own account
of the relationship from its beginning to its end. I took detailed
notes that included verbatim quotes. Next, four distinct time points
were selected in order to assess how the relationship changed over
time. Then, for each time point the p^jrson was asked a series of
questions about the amount of time spent thinking about the relation-
ship or about life without the partner. A second set of questions
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pertained to the amount of energy put into both the relationship
and alternatives to the relationship. A third set of questions
concerned the person's feelings towards the relationship and towards
alternatives to it. Finally, a series of questions was asked about
psychological well-being.
Below the details of the procedure are reviewed.
Overview of relationship
. To obtain a brief account of the relation-
ship, from its beginning to its end, each person was asked the
following:
Take a few minutes to tell me the story of your marriage
from the day the two of you met to the day you separated.
What happened? What different stages can you think of?
Tell me briefly how each stage differed from the pre-
ceding one. And what were the events that marked or sym-
bolized each stage and contributed to its being dif-
ferent from the preceding stage?
Each person gave his or her own account, taking roughly 15-30
minutes.
Selection of time points
.
Respondents' feelings about their relation-
ship were measured for each of four points in time, each representing
a different degree of confidence in the continuation of the relation-
ship. The time points were selected in the following manner: The
person was asked to indicate, on a time line representing the length
erf. the relationship and its significant events, his or her "confidence
th^iTyour relationship would go on indefinitely into the future." The
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aim was to get a graph which would show the changing confidence
in the continuation of the relationship. in order to obtain
such a graph, the respondent located four time points as follows:
'^^"'^
^ the point when the respondent felt most confident
that the relationship would continue indefinitely into the future.
2 was the point when s/he was most uncertain whether the
relationship would stay together or break up. Time 3 was the
point of final separation. Finally, Time 4 was the point after
the final separation when the respondent really felt like a
single person.
After the confidence ratings were obtained, the four time
points were used as loci to help participants recall their feelings
about the relationship. For each of the four time points in turn,
each person was guided through a series of questions, each of
which appeared on a separate file card. The series of questions
that was asked appears below.
Time and energy devoted to the relationship and alternatives . Part-
icipants were asked to indicate, on a series of ten-point scales,
how much time they had spent thinking about the good and bad as-
pects of the relationship, the good and bad aspects of life without
the partner, and their feelings of obligation and commitment to-
ward continuing the relationship.
Further, participants were asked to indicate how much energy
they put into trying to work out problems in the relationship, or
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into exploring opportxanities outside the relationship (see Appendix
D) .
Attractions and barriers
. For each time point, respondents were
asked to indicate, on a scale ranging from 0 to +5, how positive
they felt about the relationship, and, 0 to -5, how negative they
felt about the relationship. Further, participants were asked to
indicate, on a scale ranging from -5 to +5, considering both
positive and negative feelings, how attracted they felt toward
the relationship. Next, similar questions were asked pertaining
to positive feelings, negative feelings, and attractions towards
alternatives to the relationship. Finally, respondents were asked
to indicate on a scale from 0 to 9, how obligated or committed they
felt toward continuing the relationship* (see Appendix E) .
Measures of well-being . The next series of questions pertained to
psychological well-being. For each time point, respondents were
asked to indicate on nine-point scales how happy
,
satisfied
,
tense
,
conflicted
,
depressed and optimistic they felt. In addition, re-
spondents were asked to indicate on ten-point scales how much per-
sonal control they felt over their life, how self-confident , and
how successful they felt (see Appendix F)
.
* In the data analysis, this measure of barriers was divided by two
in order to make the measure of barriers comparable with the meas-
ures of positive attraction and alternative attraction.
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Completion of the interview
. At the end of the interview, respon-
dents were asked whether the questions had probed the most important
aspects of their experience in the relationship. Respondents ans-
wered that it had indeed captured the most significant aspects of
their experience, and none felt there was other important information
that had not been touched upon. In addition, although people may
have been hesitant to tell me if participation were a negative
experience, none said that the interview had been detrimental in
any way. Further, although respondents sometimes found aspects
of the interview to be painful, I got the impression that most
respondents actually found their participation to be useful.
Finally, participants were encouraged to ask any questions
they might have about the study. Their questions often pertained
to whether other divorced persons' experiences are similar to their
own, and were often accompanied by comments about how they have
not had much opportunity to compare experiences with others in the
same boat. At the end of the interview, respondents were offered
reimbursement, and were thanked for participation.
CHAPTER III
Results
The findings from the forty interviews are considered in this
chapter. We first explore the respondents' own initial accounts.
Next we examine spouses' reports of four successive times in the
relationship when (1) the confidence in its long-term continuation
was at its peak, (2) the continuation of the marriage was most un-
certain, (3) the marriage had broken up, and (4) the respondent
felt single again. We also examine changes across these four points
in time, sex differences in the accounts, differences between those
who had been the one to leave and those who were left, and differences
in the accounts between those from long-term compared with short-term
marriages.
The Respondent's Own Initial Account
What reasons for dissolution did respondents most frequently
give in their own initial accounts? And how many stages in the break-
up did the respondents report?
Reasons for the dissolution of the marriage . The most frequently
mentioned reason for the decline of the relationship, cited by fif-
teen of the forty peoplt?, was having gotten married too young.
Many respondents felt that because they had married young, they
were unable to successfully manage problems when they arose, they
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were dissatisfied with traditional roles in which they felt trapped
because they had not thoughtfully considered alternatives, or they
found themselves desiring an independence from the partner in order
to develop an immature self more fully. In several cases, parental
objections had contributed to the respondent's decision to marry
young; in several other cases, parental objections had actually
helped to solidify the commitment of each member of the relationship.
The second most frequently mentioned factor contributing to the
breakup, mentioned by twelve people, was the wife's development of
interests outside the home, either her career interests or her re-
lationship with new friends. The husband in such a marriage often
saw the wife's outside self-development as a threat to the existing
marriage, so that the initial relationship was not able to accommodate
the changes. The wife in such a marriage frequently felt dissatis-
faction with the limits of her role as homemaker; as a result, she
wanted to develop herself personally or professionally outside the
home. However, in some cases, the wife seemed to develop her outside
interests before she had experienced dissatisfaction with the mar-
riage. The temporal succession of such changes was not always clear
in the respondents' initial accounts.
The third most frequently mentioned factor, cited by nine people,
was a frustrating and disappointing marital sex life. It was not
always clear whether the sex problem itself led to the dissatisfaction,
or whether it resulted from more fundamental problems.
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The fourth most frequently mentioned factor — cited by seven
women but no men — was physical abuse of the wife. The ex-wives
often saw the attacks upon them as motivated by their husbands'
efforts to curtail their moves toward independence or toward ter-
minating the marriage. Beatings increased both the woman's dis-
satisfaction and her fear of leaving the marriage and, consequently,
of receiving further beatings.
Numerous other aspects of the breakup were mentioned by a
smaller n\jmber of respondents. These include changes in the part-
ners' personal characteristics after the marriage, such as increased
nastiness or rigidity, the arrival of the first child, or, more fre-
quently, the last child's departure from the home and the parents'
consequent feelings of emptiness, as well as financial difficulties
in the marriage.
Numbers of stages in the breakup . How many stages of breakup did re-
spondents report? Table 1 shows that the modal number of stages, re-
ported by 45% of the respondents, was three. 45% reported more than
three stages, and 10% reported only two stages. There was no sig-
nificant difference between the sexes, although women reported a
slightly larger nxamber of stages than men.
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TABLE 1
Nxjmber of Stages of Breakup Reported by 40 Ex-Spouses
Number of Stages
Reported
Number of Respondents
Male Female
2 2 2
3 11 7
4 6 6
5 0 2
6 1 3
To illustrate how respondents developed their own initial
accounts, let us take two cases — a two-stage account, given by
a woman, and a six-stage account, given by a man.
A two-stage account . The following woman, 35, who was married
for four-and-one-half years, mentioned two stages, which I shall
here label "enchantment" and "disenchantment." She reported that
the transition between the two stages was marked by a single event
that led to a dramatic change in her perception of her husband.
One reason her account contained only two stages is that she omitted
totally the time after the separation.
1. Enchantment . Jim and I met at college. After
dating for a semester, we wanted to live together,
so that we'd never be apart. However, since I don't
believe in premarital cohabitation, we got married.
We were open, playful, and ver^' loving with one another
for the first year after marriage. We were like two
kids playing the role of being married, and we had a
great time.
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Her account then changes abruptly. Even though it is likely that
other more subtle changes were also occurring, she focuses on one
particularly dramatic episode:
2- Disenchantment
. Despite our strong feelings
against the war in Vietnam, Jim did nothing to
avoid getting drafted. We were against war in any
form, but he didn't even apply to be a conscientious
objector. Suddenly, he got a draft notice. All he
could do then was go to Sweden. I thought that
he'd been far too immature in not taking action to
prevent the situation he got himself into. I began
to see him as very much a child, and my trust in
him was shattered. This led directly to our breakup
a few months later.
A six-stage account . The following account from a man, 48,
who had been married twenty-one years, illustrates a more gradual
progression. He notes nimerous downturns marking six stages of the
breakup
.
1. Love at first sight . At the beginning, I was
happy and overwhelmed whenever I was with Joan.
After only a month, I knew that we would eventually
get married. I started to withdraw from other act-
ivities, like going to bars with my buddies. Joan
told me that we could get married as soon as she
resolved another relationship that she was ending.
2. Decision to marry . After we'd been going to-
gether for seven months, I had an industrial acci-
dent that put me in the hospital. I felt miserable
lying there recuperating, and I really appreciated
Joan's frequent visits. The accident and the poss-
ibility of my dying seemed to bring us closer to-
gether. One day Joan told me that she had resolved
her other relationship and was now ready for a
fuller commitment. As soon as I left the hospital,
we were married.
3. First pregnancy
. Joan got pregnant soon after
we married. She was afraid of miscarrying, so we
abstained from sex. I wasn't terribly upset, because
I expected that we'd have a good sex life after the
baby was born. Otherwise, the marriage was good ~
we talked a lot, made family decisions, and had a
good working partnership. Only in retrospect can I
see that the relationship was already going downhill.
A certain passion was missing. Even the words I just
used — 'working partnership' rather than 'intense
feelings' — show that our early marriage, unlike
our courtship, emphasized managing and planning, not
feelings of love.
4. After birth of first child . After Suzie was born,
things continued to go downhill. We still had a good
working arrangement, but we began to have sexual prob-
lems. Joan never initiated sex; she always seemed
to be doing roe a big favor. This led to my feeling
rejected. Within a few years, she was avoiding sex
almost totally. If I'd initiate anything, she'd tell
me I was oversexed.
After we'd been married for ten years, Joan's
sister told me that when Joan was a teenager, her
father had forced her into an incestuous relationship.
I suggested to Joan that she get help, but she denied
ever having had sex with her father or that she had
any sexual problem at all. The problem, she said,
was that I was sick and oversexed. My self-esteem
dropped so low, she actually did convince me that I
had a problem myself.
For eight years, we continued to be companions.
We had two more children, and we continued to make
joint decisions and to work together to raise a family.
But there was no passion at all. I began to resign
myself to the fact that we had an irresolvable marital
problem.
5. Awareness of my frustrations . After eight years
of denying my sexual frustration, I had a chance to
reflect on the situation while recuperating in the
hospital from a car accident. All my frustrations
began to come pouring out. I told my wife that I
hated always being made to feel like I was an inade-
quate person for wanting sex. I had the strength to
tell her that we would never have a good marriage
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unless she dealt with her childhood experiences
with her father. Her response was the usual:
'There's nothing wrong with me. It's your prob-
lem'
. After that, I knew that things could
never be good, and I left.
6. Post-separation
. When we finally separated,
my life was a shambles. I lost not only Joan
and the three kids, but also my job. I ended up
believing her criticisms of me, and so I became
afraid of entering into a new relationship. It's
now been three years since the divorce, and I'm
finally able to put that relationship behind me.
But I'm still terrified of entering another re-
lationship and failing all over again.
These examples span a wide range of ways in which participants
structured their accounts. Because the temporal ordering of succes-
sive changes was often not clear in these volunteered accounts, we
asked specifically about four distinct sequential time points.
The following sections review those data.
Spouse Reports of Four Times in the Relationship
In this section, we examine spouses' perceptions of four dis-
tinct times in their relationship. To repeat the earlier distinc-
tions. Time 1 was when confidence in the relationship was at its
peak. Time 2 when its continuation was most uncertain, Time 3 the
point of final separation, and Time 4 v/hen the respondent really
felt single.
Time 1: peak confidence . At Time 1 , respondents generally reported
having had strong positive net attractions to the relationship, with
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few negative feelings, as well as predominantly strong negative
attractions toward alternatives. Thus, there was little psycho-
logical conflict; few respondents reported opposing positive and
negative components of attractions or alternative attractions.
Barriers against breakup were generally reported to be high at Time
1. Thus, strong attractions and strong barriers, accompanied by
negative attractions to alternatives, signified that the average
relationship was highly cohesive (+11.29) at Time 1 (see Table 2).
In addition, well-being was generally reported to be high at Time
1 (see Table 3)
.
TABLE 2
Mean Attractions, Alternative Attractions, and Barriers
at Four Time Points
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
a
Attractions 3.82 -.70 -2.82 -2.62
Alternative Attractions^ -3.42 -1.22 .12 3.37
Barriers 4.02 3.33 1.63 .33
Cohesiveness +11.29 +3.85 -1.31 -5.66
Ratings were made on scale from -5 to +5.
Ratings were made on scale from 0 to 9, and then divided by two.
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TABLE 3
Mean Ratings of Weil-Being and its Components
at Each Time Point
Index Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Mean Weil-Being 2 . 08 — 1 A.AJL . — 1 . DU 1 . 81
Happiness 3. 02 J. . 'i J — X . / D 1 . 95
Satis faction 2 87 1 an
-±
. b / 1 . 57
Tension 1
— z . dU 1.42
Conflict X • z . XU ± . D /
Depression 2.52 -2.07 -2.15 1.37
Optimism 2.72 -1.52 - .80 1.92
Control 1.07 - .49 .09 2.89
Self-Confidence 1.49 - .98 -1.18 1.75
Success 1.67 - .93 -1.31 1.71
Ratings for control, self-confidence and success were made on
scales ranging from 0 to 9 , and later converted into scales
ranging from -4 to +4. All other measures were made on scales
ranging from -4 to +4.
At Time 1, the average respondent recalled having thought more
about the relationship's attractions and barriers than about the
appeal of alternatives (see Table 4) . Further, respondents gen-
erally reported having put more energy into working out problems
in the relationship than into developing alternatives; women tended
to recall themselves as having put more energy than did men.
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TABLE 4
Thought and Energy Devoted to the Relationship
and Alternatives
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Thinking about A 4 .62 7. 55 7. 77 3. 72
Thinking about B 3 .05 6. 30 5. 35 2. 07
Thinking about A' 1 .27 5. 77 7. 32 4. 17
Energy for Relationship 4 .70 6. 40 4. 37 1. 20
Energy for Alternatives 2 .47 4. 30 6.,20 8. 00
*The numbers represent mean ratings on scales from 0 to 9.
Time 2: maximum uncertainty . At Time 2, in contrast, respondents
reported having had a slightly negative attraction to the relation-
ship, with marked conflict between their positive and negative
feelings. Nevertheless, the average respondent reported feeling
more negative than positive towards alternatives to the marriage —
sometimes, though, with considerable conflict. Barriers against
breakup still remained at least moderately strong. Thus, the aver-
age cohesiveness score remained positive (+3.85), but it was based
almost entirely on one's unattractive alternatives and strong
barriers against breakup.
Almost by definition, Time 2 was a time of ambivalence; each
spouse in this sample was likely to have been caught in a field of
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conflicting desires. It may be recalled that an assumption was that
overall well-being would be low when components of a person's
feelings towards the relationship and/or its alternatives were
perceived to be in opposition. As expected, well-being was gen-
erally reported to be low at Time 2.
At Time 2, the average respondent was thinking only slightly
more about the internal attractions and barriers than about alter-
native attractions. Respondents were still generally putting more
energy into working out problems in the relationship than into
developing alternatives. However, relative to Time 1, the average
person seemed to be putting more energy both into the relationship
and alternatives.
Time 3: final separation . At Time 3, most ex-spouses reported
having had predominantly negative feelings toward the marriage,
with nevertheless considerable conflict between their positive and
negative feelings. In addition, the average respondent felt
slightly more positive than negative toward alternatives, usually
with much conflict. Further, for most respondents, barriers were
much lower than at Time 2. Thus, mean cohesiveness was now negative
(-1.31), based on low attractions and low barriers, accompanied by
slightly positive alternatives. As expected, then, well-being
was generally low at Time 3.
The average person was thinking roughly the same amount about
internal attractions and alternative attractions, and somewhat less
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about barriers. In general, the person's energy at Time 3 was
aimed more toward developing alternatives than toward working
out problems in the relationship.
Time 4: singlehood
. At Time 4, most ex-spouses reported having
unconflicted positive attractions to alternatives, accompanied by
unconflicted negative feelings toward the relationship. Thus,
mean cohesiveness was now negative (-5.66), based on low attractions
and negligible barriers, accompanied by strong attractions to alter-
natives. As expected, well-being was generally reported to be
high at Time 4.
Respondents generally recalled that they were thinking less
at Time 4 about both the internal attractions and barriers, as well
as about alternatives. The average person reported thinking more
about alternative attractions compared with attractions to the
relationship compared with barriers to breakup. In addition, at
Time 4 men tended to recall having put more energy into working
out problems in the relationship compared with women.
"Double negative" conflict . Hypothesis 1 stated that well-being
would be lower when a person recalls "doiible negative" conflict —
that is, when the ex-spouse reports having been repelled by both
the relationship and its alternatives — than when one or more of
these options is not negative. This hypothesis was supported at
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both Time 2 and Time 3. Those people who reported negative net
attractions towards both the relationship and its best alternatives
reported lower well-being than the other ex-spouses at Time 2
(p < .01) and Time 3 (p < .001). In addition, those spouses who
reported being repelled by both the relationship and its best
alternatives at Time 3 also reported lower well-being at Time 4,
compared with all other respondents (p < .01).
Changes Across the Four Time Points
Another important aspect of this study is to see which changes
across time were most psychologically meaningful. For this analysis,
changes in well-being will be the main criterion for assessing the
meaningfulness of changes in the perceived forces inside and outside
the relationship.
Correlates of well-being change . How is well-being associated with
one • s change in attractions , alternative attractions and barriers
across the four time points? Hypotheses 2 to 5 deal with changes
in well-being, as correlated with changes in these three components.
The series of analyses that were done are siammarized in Table 5.
Four of the nine correlations in Table 5 were near zero, indicating
that changes in well-being were not correlated with a given component
during a particular change period. The other four cells show signi-
ficant correlations (p < .05).
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TABLE 5
Correlates of Well-Being Change
Change in Time 1-2 Time 2-3 Time 3-4
Attractions
.53
.39 .03
Alternative Attractions .05 .55 .44
Barriers
-.05
.01 -.27
Let us now examine each of these associations in turn. Hypo-
thesis 2 deals with the first change period. The first column of
Table 5 shows that well-being changes were only correlated with
changes in attractions. This confirms Hypothesis 2. This means
that those who reported the greatest decline in well-being were
those who had dropped the most in their attractions to the marriage,
whereas those who reported the smallest decline in well-being were
those who had dropped the least in their attractions to the marriage.
Hypotheses 3 and 4 deal with the second change period. The
second coliamn of Table 5 reveals that well-being changes were most
highly correlated with changes in alternative attractions — those
who reported the greatest increase in well-being were those who had
increased the most in their attractions to alternatives. This con-
finas Hypothesis 3. Further, changes in well-being were not correlated
with changes in felt barriers. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 is not sup-
ported. In addition, changes in well-being were highly correlated
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with changes in attractions to the relationship. This means that
to the extent that people reported that their attractions dropped,
reports of well-being tended to decline.
Hypothesis 5 dealt with the third change period. As the third
column in Table 5 shows, well-being changes were most highly corre-
lated with changes in alternative attractions. This means that
ex-spouses who increased the most in their well-being were those who
also increased the most in the appeal of their alternatives. This
supports Hypothesis 5. We also found that well-being change was
next most highly correlated with change in barriers, with a negative
association between change in well-being and change in barriers.
This means that to the extent that a person reported having dropped
the barriers to breakup, reported well-being tended to increase.
Next we look at how the respondents described the changes in
their relationships during each of the three change periods.
First change period: qualitative information . As noted above, from
Time 1 to Time 2, changes in well-being were only correlated with
changes in attractions and not with changes in the other two com-
ponents. Therefore, changes in attractions during the first change
period are illustrated below.
Most spouses (four-fifths) felt strongly attracted to the re-
lationship at its peak.* Most of these spouses began to experience
*Those who reported a score of +3 or greater on a scale ranging from
-5 to +5 were classified as "strongly attracted" to the relationship.
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a significant decline in their attractions only after the passage
of at least two years of marriage. One man, for example, experienced
a large Time 1 to Time 2 decline in his attractions to the marriage,
which began after he'd been married about two years and lasted until
Time 2, three years later. Here is his description:
After college I was lonely and became desperate
to get married. I was impressed by Ann's warm Jewish
family compared to my cold Protestant one. With a
little pressure from Ann's parents, I acquiesced to
uniting, and we got married (Time 1)
.
In the first couple of years , we were supportive
and got along well. Our sexual relationship was
satisfactory, though not particularly exciting, due to
my naivete and her inhibition. Later I began to
realize many dissatisfactions. I had been giving
up many of my own interests to try to make the re-
lationship work, and I was becoming frustrated sex-
ually. To make matters worse, when I tried to con-
front Ann with my feelings, I failed to defend myself
against her interpretation that I was to blame for
our problems. As a result, I became very reluctant
to talk about my dissatisfaction. Our relationship
was falling apart, and we didn't even talk about it!
(Man, 36, after breakup of eight-year marriage.)
In contrast, another man experienced only a small Time 1 to
Time 2 decline in his attractions. This change began after two
years of marriage and lasted for a year.
We were happy for the first two years, but then
we started drifting apart. There wasn't a dramatic
change, but rather a vague sense that we were each
going our own way. I got a job counseling, and she
got into crafts, leading us gradually to turn our
attention outside our relationship. There weren't
many fights or great disappointments. We just didn't
seem to find that our relationship was going anywhere.
(Man, 33, from five-year marriage.)
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Six people who initially felt strongly attracted traced the
first significant drop in their attractions to a point very early in
the relationship. Four of these six actually believed that the re-
lationship began to deteriorate before the marriage; they located
the Time 1 peak before the wedding itself. For example, the followin
man believed that new living arrangements during the courtship, and
later the compulsory nature of the relationship after the marriage,
contributed to the decline. He said that the relationship had
reached its peak fifteen months prior to marriage, had then declined
only slightly before the wedding, but then had gone through a
dramatic decline after marriage, leading to "maximum uncertainty"
(Time 2) after only four months of marriage.
We fell in love immediately and spent every
possible moment together for six months. Then Fran
moved in with me, but she moved out after one month
because she had begun to see another man. She de-
cided to come back to me, and she oscillated from
then on, moving alternately closer and further away.
I think this occurred because she didn ' t like to
feel committed.
The night before our marriage, B'ran felt para-
lyzed on the right side of her body. On the honey-
moon she wanted to have nothing to do with me, sexually
or otherwise; and, therefore, immediately after the
marriage, our relationship was actually dead.
After we got home, she decided to give the re-
lationship a try anyway. She quit her job and took
up housekeeping. But after a couple of months, she
got really bored, went back to work, and stayed away
from home more and more. We basically had no relation-
ship. Fran was very unhappy and very silent when I
pushed her into talking about what bothered her. I
feared that our relationship was doomed, and I
didn't know what to do. How could we save the relation-
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ship when she wouldn't talk about it? I was so
upset that I got tranquilizers and antidepressants
from my doctor. (Man, 30, describing a twenty-
month marriage.)
Although most of the forty spouses had initially felt strongly
attracted to their spouse, eight respondents indicated that they
had never felt strongly attracted to him or her. Some of these
latter people seem to have married their particular mate because
they believed that realistically they could expect nothing better,
or because they expected that marriage itself would increase their
attraction to their mate.
For example, the following woman chose to settle for a relatively
unsatisfying marriage, thus having low attractions at the relation-
ship's peak, which occurred a few months before the marriage. She
then experienced a large decline in her attractions during a one-
year period before Time 2, which occurred a year later.
When John asked me to marry him, I was con-
fronted with a choice: to marry him or to move out
West with my repertory company. Since both John
and my father had strong feelings about my becoming
a traditional homemaker, I yielded to the pressure
and got married. I chose that secure life for my-
self, knowing full well that it would be unsatisfying
but preferring it to facing the risk of possibly
failing in an acting career.
Yet after I got married, I found that I became
filled with self-loathing for having chosen marriage.
In addition, nine months later I got pregnant, even
though John was a doctor and had promised me that I
would not get pregnant. When I did get pregnant, he
neglected me totally and expressed no feelings about
me or the pregnancy itself. I was hurt and angry.
(Woman, 34, after breakup of nine-and-a-half-year
marriage.
)
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Some of the spouses who had never felt strongly attracted
experienced only a small decline in attractions from Time 1 to
Time 2. For example, the following man hoped that the act of
getting married would itself increase his attractions. Much to
his disappointment, there was little change — either positive or
negative — in his attractions after the marriage and this con-
tinued during the next seven years preceding Time 2.
I liked the singles night life — drinking
and partying — but I thought that something was
missing in my life. People seemed never to be
able to get close to me, and I was basically
lonely. I thought that my lifestyle was irre-
sponsible, and so I felt guilty. I'd been
married twice before, and somehow I thought
that this time marriage would settle me down.
Unfortunately, very little changed after marriage.
I still worked long hours, gambled, spent most
evenings in bars , and generally spent very little
time with my wife. Marriage hadn't settled me
down at all, and Mary suffered for it. (Man, 46,
after ten-year marriage.)
Another man, who had married in the hope that he would learn to
love his wife and to no longer feel attracted to men, sadly ob-
served:
I guess that I married Jane because we were
both fat, and I figured that I didn't deserve any
better. I hoped that I would learn to love her.
I had had sexual relationships with both men and
women, and I was confused about my feelings for men.
I believed that marriage would clear up the con-
fusion, that I'd become more attracted to Jane,
and, as a result, I would stop being attracted to
men. But things didn't work out as planned. I
never really got very turned on by my wife, and
I continued to be sexually drawn to men. (Man, 28,
after a one-year marriage.)
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Finally, four members of the sample reported a large rise ii
the appeal of their alternatives from Time 1 to Time 2, a rise
which seemed to be more meaningful to them than their decline in
marital attractions. For example, this man increased the appeal
of his alternatives before he began to worry much about the un-
attractiveness of the marriage itself.
Our marriage had been ideal for the first
fifteen years. Then Eve got an evening job. I
soon became bored and started to go out. Even
though I still loved Eve very much, I met some-
one else and fell in love with her. It reached
a point where I loved them both and had to decide
whether to leave my wife or to stop seeing my
new girlfriend. (Man, 45, after breakup of six-
teen-year marriage.)
Second change period: qualitative information . As previously noted,
from Time 2 to Time 3, changes in well-being were most highly corre-
lated with changes in alternative attractions, and next most highly
correlated with changes in attractions, indicating that these
changes were psychologically meaningful. Therefore, changes in
alternative attractions, as well as changes in attractions, from
Time 2 to Time 3, are illustrated below.
Some spouses (N = 7) experienced a large increase in alternative
attractions simultaneous with a large decline in attractions from
Time 2 to Time 3. For example, the following woman, after three
years of marriage (Time 2) , became involved in outside work activi-
ties and had an affair, at the same time as she was becoming dissatis-
fied with her marriage due to her changing expectations of what
marriage should offer. She then left the marriage after two more
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years (Time 3) :
I got into a profession that values human re-
lations and personal growth. My husband Jim was not
at all understanding of my new interests, and I began
to realize how much I was missing in our marriage. As
a result, I began to be attracted to other people who
did support and energize my personal development.
Then one summer I had an affair, and I realized that
I could have with other men the kind of relationship
I wanted but was not getting from Jim. A few months
later I left the marriage. (Woman, 30, after eight-
and-one-half-year marriage.)
Other spouses (N = 13) experienced a large increase in alter-
native attractions, simultaneous with a small decline in attractions
to the relationship. For example, the forty-year-old man who had
been sexually frustrated (see page 50) described how he became
attracted to other men between Time 2, five years after marriage,
and Time 3, two years later:
I began to have a sexual interest in men. At
first I didn't see this as a threat to my marriage.
Instead, I believed that seeing men would actually
help save my marriage because I would be sleeping with
people whom I would never want to be seeing on a long-
term basis. However, six-months later, when Sue and
I got jobs that required us to live separately, I felt
freer to become increasingly involved with different
men. It was then that I realized that I was becoming
gay. At first I didn't tell Sue because I knew she
would just label me as sick. Finally I decided that
I was definitely gay and that I was going to leave the
marriage. When I told Sue, she said that I could be
cured by a therapist, but I told her that I was quite
comfortable with my sexual preference.
Other spouses (N = 13) indicated that they had experienced only
a small change in the appeal of alternatives along with a large
decline in attractions to the relationship, from Time 2 to Time 3.
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For example, the following woman left her relationship because it
had become unbearable even though she had very little that was
appealing in her life outside the marriage: the decline began
shortly after the birth of their first child (Time 2) and continued
up to the separation, which occurred five years later:
My husband John paid almost no attention to our
little daughter; he even refused to sit home with
her when I was out. We argued about the babysitting,
and John began hitting me. We argued more and more
— about the baby and about financial matters —
which led to more frequent and more severe beatings.
I considered aloud whether I might leave, but John
warned, 'If anyone leaves, it will be me. No one
leaves me!' I was afraid to leave.
Then John plotted to kill me, or at least to
injure me severely. One evening he hit me over the
head with a hatchet handle until I was unconscious
.
The next day, when I woke up in the hospital with
stitches in my head, I knew I had reached the end of
my marriage, even though I had nothing else in my
life to turn to. (Woman, 47, from ten-year marriage.)
A fourth group of spouses (N = 7) experienced only small
changes in both the appeal of alternatives and in their attractions
to the spouse from Time 2 to Time 3. For example, this woman's
attractions to alternatives had already increased markedly, simul-
taneous with a large decline in attractions to the relationship,
from Time 1, five months before the marriage, to Time 2, a year and
a half later. Then in the following eight months leading up to
the separation (Time 3) , she resolved her uncertainty about
the future of the relationship in favor of a decision to leave.
even though there was little change in either her attractions
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alternatives or to the relationship itself:
I'd known for a while that we had different
ideas about marriage. His idea of being a good
husband was merely to come home at night, whereas
I wanted mutual sharing and responsibilities. I'm
sorry to say it, but I realized shortly after we
got married that Jim was a jerk. The relationship
never got serious after that. I realized that I
didn't want to start a family and spend the rest
of my life with him, and I decided to leave and
build a new life without him. (Woman, 28, from
* four-year marriage.)
Third change period; qualitative information . As noted above,
from Time 3 to Time 4, changes in well-being were most highly corre-
lated with changes in alternative attractions, and next most highly
correlated with changes in barriers; the latter were negatively
associated with well-being. Therefore, changes in alternative
attractions, as well as changes in barriers, from Time 3 to Time 4,
are illustrated below.
Some spouses (N = 12) experienced a large increase in the
appeal of their alternatives simultaneous with a large decline in
the costs of ending the marriage (barriers) from Time 3 to Time 4.
For example, the following woman strived with much difficulty over
a two-and-a-half year period after the separation to establish a
life of her own as a single person. At the same time, she managed
to ameliorate the considerable guilt that she felt because, in
asking her husband to leave, she had left her daughter without a
father at home:
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At first it was a huge struggle to deal with
the separation. I was burdened with economic and
parenting responsibilities, and I had few career
opportunities. After a couple of difficult years
had passed, I learned, with the aid of a therapist,
that my being happy ultimately had little to do
with my being in a relationship. I had really been
confused about my identity, and that's why I thought
that I didn't have any options in life. But grad-
ually I began to establish a new life of my own.
I learned to create options for myself — to make new
friends, to seek out men, and to explore job possi-
bilities.
Throughout these two years, I also had to deal
with the guilt that I felt from splitting up the
home and, thereby, leaving my daughter to grow up
without a father. I was eventually able to convince
myself that my daughter was better off being spared
all the fights between my husband and me, and I felt
less guilty. I also worked hard to perform the
functions of two parents as best I could, and I felt
less guilty because of that, too. (Woman, 34, after
nine-and-a-half-year marriage.)
A second group of spouses (N = 8) experienced a large increase
in the appeal of alternatives simultaneous with a small decline in
the barriers to breakup from Time 3 to Time 4. For example, this
woman had lost all trust in her husband when he was convicted for
embezzlement, thereby reducing her restraints against breakup
(barriers) prior to the separation (Time 3) . Subsequently, she was
primarily concerned with increasing the appeal of alternatives from
the time of separation to Time 4, which occurred one year later.
After what he'd done to me, I felt no oblig-
ations to the marriage. Maybe that is what allowed
me to throw myself more fully into developing a new
life for myself. In any case, I went about picking
up the pieces with great energy. A few months after
the separation, I met another man and went back to
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school to get a Master's degree. I felt competent
in being able to manage so well on my own and also
worthwhile as a person because I was very success-
ful at my work. (Woman, 48, after breakup of
twenty-year marriage.)
A third portion of the sample (N = 8) indicated that they had
experienced only a small increase in their attractions to alter-
natives simultaneous with a large drop in the termination costs
(barriers) from Time 3 to Time 4. For example, this woman had
already greatly increased her attractions to alternatives from Time
2 to Time 3, and was mainly concerned with dropping the barriers
to breakup from the separation (Time 3) , to when she felt single
(Time 4) , which occurred one-and-a-half years after the separation:
At the time we broke up, I was seeing another
man, and that helped to cushion the separation from
my husband. Ted the other man was attentive
to my emotional needs, and I felt comfortable enough
with him to be able to discuss the difficulties of
my separation.
I was still very fond of my husband, even though
I knew that we couldn't be happily married, and so it
really bothered me that I was hurting him by leaving.
My husband and I talked a lot about what had happened,
and that helped him to accept that the separation was
indeed the best for both of us. Once he had accepted
this, I felt less guilty about leaving, and I was then
able to get on with my own life as a single person.
(Woman, 43, after twenty- five-year marriage.)
A fourth group of spouses (N = 12) experienced only small
changes in both the appeal of alternatives and the barriers to break-
up from Time 3 to Time 4. For example, the following man felt
little increase in his attractions and little decline in his feel-
ings of commitment to the relationship, but he nevertheless came to
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accept that he was single. At Time 4, four months after separation,
alternatives had little appeal to him and he felt strong barriers.
Therefore, he said that he felt "miserable" about his life:
My relationship had been the overwhelming
preoccupation of my life. I had defined myself in
its terms, as opposed to the terms of work or of
something else. After my wife left me, I realized
that I needed other sources of self definition.
While I felt myself to be single, I also felt com-
mitted to the marriage, even though I knew that it
was over. It was a verv unhappy time for me.
(Man, 29, after separation from six-year marriage.)
Sequences of Change Over Time
This section describes the sequences of change reported by the
forty respondents across the four time points. In order to iden-
tify different patterns of breakup, we used reported well-being
change as the main criterion.
There seemed to be three distinct patterns based on the dif-
ferences in well-being change. In some relationships, well-being
deteriorated steeply and then gradually increased up to the time
of separation and beyond. In other relationships, well-being deter-
iorated moderately and remained low up to the point of separation,
and then only after separation did it increase. In still other re-
lationships, well-being deteriorated gradually and continued to
deteriorate right up to the time of separation, and only after sep-
aration did it increase.
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In order to differentiate three distinct sequences, our
procedure was to look at well-being change from Time 2 maximum
uncertainty to Time 3 physical separation. The following three
subgroups of respondents were formed: (1) Respondents whose
well-being increased by at least one whole number on the well-
being scale between Time 2 and Time 3 (N = 14)
, (2) Respondents
whose well-being remained about the same ~ that is, neither in-
creased nor decreased by one whole number (N = 14), and (3) Re-
spondents whose well-being declined by at least one whole niomber
(N = 12)
.
In order to understand the three patterns of well-
being change, we looked at changes in attractions and alternative
attractions for each of the three groups. The different patterns
are described below.
Early recovery of well-being . In the first group of respondents
(N = 14) , attractions to the relationship declined steeply from
Time 1 to 2, and then remained negative from Time 2 to 3 (see Figure
1) . Simultaneously, alternative attractions increased moderately,
and then continued to rise to a positive level at Time 3. In this
group, there was a steep decline in well-being, followed by a
gradual increase in well-being (see Tables 5 and 7) .
Extended misery . In the second group (N = 14) , attractions declined
moderately from Time 1 to Time 2, and continued to decline from Time
2 to Time 3. Simultaneously, alternative attractions increased
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Figure 1
Three Contrasting Sequences to Breakup: Mean A and A' Over Time
(1) Early Recovery of Weil-Being
-54-
(3) Continued Deterioration of Well-Being
+5t
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TABLE 6
Three Sequences to Breakup: Mean Well-
-Being at Each Time
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Sequence 1 2.05 -2.38 -.14 2.68
Sequence 2 1.70 -1.77
-1.75 .97
Sequence 3 2.56 .02 -2.77 1.77
P Level ** ** *
Sequence 1 = At least one unit increase in well-being from Time 2-3.
Sequence 2 = Less than one unit change in well-being from Time 2-3.
Sequence 3 = At least one unit decrease in well-being from Time 2-3.
* p .01, Analysis of Variance
** p < .001, Analysis of Variance
TABLE 7
Three Sequences to Breakup: Mean Weil-Being Change Over Time
Time 1-2 Time 2-3 Time 3-4
Sequence 1 -4.43 +2.24 +2.82
Sequence 2 -3.47 + .02 +2.72
Sequence 3 -2.54 -2.79 +4.54
Sequence 1 = At least one unit increase in well-being from Time 2-3.
Sequence 2 = Less than one unit change in well-being from Time 2-3.
Sequence 3 = At least one unit decrease in well-being from Time 2-3.
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moderately, and then continued to rise to a slightly positive level
at Time 3. In this group, thpre was a moderate decline in well-being,
followed by an extended period in which well-being remained low from
Time 2 to 3. Only from Time 3 to 4 did well-being increase.
Continued deterioration of well-being
. In the third group, attrac-
tions declined gradually from Time 1 to 2, and continued to decline
from Time 2 to 3. Simultaneously, alternative attractions increased
moderately, but then declined, so that alternative attractions were
negative at Time 3. In this group, there was a gradual decline in
well-being, and then a continued decline in well-being from Time 2
to 3. Only from Time 3 to 4 did average well-being rise.
Three cases illustrating different patterns of change . To illus-
trate how the changes in attractions and alternative attractions are
displayed by different members of the sample, I will use three
illustrative cases. Each illustrates a different one of the three
patterns. The ex-spouses' own description of the process follows
each figure of changes.
FIGURE 2
(1) Early Recovery of Weil-Being
When we married, Bob seemed to be the handsome
ail-American dream man. In the first years, we had
a storybook marriage, with a new house and a beauti-
ful baby.
Time 1-2, Steep decline in A . After that I
realized that we enjoyed different things; I liked
sports, he didn't. I liked to entertain others; he
liked to wait for invitations . I came to feel mis-
erable about my life. I realized that I expected
much more from marriage than I was getting.
Time 2-3, Moderate increase in A' . I later
came to realize that I could pursue the things
that I enjoyed. I went back to school and noticed
that guys were paying attention to me. Finally, I
met a man while playing tennis, and this gave me
the guts to leave my marriage.
Time 3-4,, Continued high A' . After Bob and I
separated, I really enjoyed myself. I wasn't upset
the way the books on divorce said I should be. I
experienced a lot of fun things that I had missed
because I'd married so young. (Woman, 43, describing
a twenty-year marriage.)
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In the above account, the woman's attractions dropped a large
amount when she realized that she and her husband "enjoyed different
things" and that she was not getting what she had expected. Sub-
sequently, she devoted much energy to school and meeting other men,
which made her alternatives more attractive.
FIGURE 3
(2) Extended Misery
+ 5
Time 1-2, Moderate A decline . After marriage, I
planned to be the complete wife in order to help John's
career and to make him happy. I kept a nice home and
threw dinners for his business associates. He moved up
in his career, and I focused on our home and, later, on
having children. But I also developed a sense that I
wanted something more out of life, even though I didn't
know what. It was then that a schism developed in the
marriage
.
Time 2-3, Continued A decline and moderate A' rise .
I entered therapy and came to understand that the world
had many opportunities. I gradually woke up from a long
personal hibernation. I went back to school and devel-
oped a professional identity, which exaggerated the schism
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in our marriage. And I began to see men who valued
what I was making of my life. At the time I left
I was seeing another man.
Time 3-4, No change in A' . At the time we broke
up, I was seeing another man, and that helped to
cushion the separation from my husband. Ted C the
other man 1 was attentive to my emotional needs , and
I felt comfortable enough with him to be able to dis-
cuss the difficulties of my separation.
This woman initially came to expect more from her marriage,
and this lowered her attractions. Subsequently, the attractiveness
of her alternatives increased when she discovered personal and
professional opportunities.
FIGURE 4
(3) Continued Deterioration of Weil-Being
+5-r
A'
When I was in my mid-teens, my parents wouldn't
let me go out with men, but their attitude just made
me want to go out even more. Gary and I snuck around.
The relationship was never very good, because he
always had a temper. Nevertheless, marriage seemed
like a way out of my parents' house, and so we became
engaged.
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Time 1-2, Gradual drop in A . One day Gary
threatened me, telling me not to talk on the phone
with a girlfriend of mine because, I think, he was
jealous. I wanted to call off the wedding because
he didn't trust me, but my parents said, 'you can't
back out two months before the wedding. It's too
late, the invitations are already outl' So I went
through with it.
After the marriage, Gary got increasingly
jealous, to the point where he didn't even want me
to go to the school any more. He wouldn't let me
out of the house without him, and he had people
watching me. He began to yell and scream a lot, and
I just put up with it.
Time 2-3, Continued drop in A . One night he
knocked me out, and I went to my parents' house.
But they assumed that I must have deserved to be hit,
and refused to let me in. I realized one day that
before long Gary was going to severely injure me. I
was terrified. I had nowhere else to go. My parents
wouldn't even let me into their home! I felt trapped,
like a prisoner. Finally, I realized that anything
would be better than staying with him until he beat
me to death, and so I left.
Time 3-4, Large A' rise . It was a great relief
to not have to live under the threat of constant
beatings. I was much happier without him, but I
was also afraid of starting another relationship in
which I could have the same problems. Fortunately,
I was able to start going out after a few months,
and my life slowly improved. (Woman, 25, from two-
year marriage
.
)
This woman's initial attractions were rather low, and the re-
lationship actually began to deteriorate before the marriage. Her
attractions to the marriage declined across both the first and second
change periods, as her husband beat her and she felt increasingly
trapped. This continued until the marriage became so intolerable
that she. decided to leave it, even though she did not have any
attractive option to turn to'.
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Sex Differences
How did accounts of males differ from those of females?
Specifically, were there sex differences in attractions either
inside or outside the marriage, in overall well-being, in the like-
lihood of initiating the breakup, in the likelihood of membership
in the three patterns of dissolution, or in the time from separation
to feeling single?
Sex differences in attractions inside and outside marriage
.
Hypo-
thesis 6 predicted that male ex-spouses would recall themselves as
more attracted to the marriage than female ex-spouses at the re-
lationship's points of peak confidence, maximiam uncertainty, and
final separation. This hypothesis was not confirmed at the time
of peak confidence: no sex differences were found at Time 1. However,
this hypothesis was confirmed at the time of maximum uncertainty:
at Time 2, males tended to recall themselves as more attracted to
the marriage than did females (see Table 8) . Furthermore, this hypo-
thesis was also confirmed at the time of final separation: at Time
3, males remembered themselves as more attracted to the relationship
than did females.
In addition, it was found that, for the Time 2 maximum uncer-
tainty of continuation of the relationship, male ex-spouses recalled
having higher attractions to alternatives than did female ex-spouses.
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TABLE 8
Sex Differfinces in A and A' Across Four Time Points
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female
A 4.05 3.60 -.20 -1.20*
-2.15 -3.50** -2.90 -2.35
A' -3.55 -3.35 -.55 -1.80**
-.15 .40 3.15 3.60
A = Attractions to the relationship.
A' = Attractions to alternatives to the relationship.
* p -< .07, Analysis of Variance
** p < .05, Analysis of Variance
In this sample, men were less likely than women to indicate that
they had no positive options either at Time 2 or Time 3. That is,
men were less likely to experience "double negative" conflict in
which they had to settle for the "lesser of two evils."
Sex differences in well-being . Hypothesis 7 was that men would re-
call greater well-being than women at the times of peak confidence
and maximum uncertainty. As expected, men's overall well-being was
remembered to be greater than women's at both Time 1 and Time 2 (see
Table 9)
.
In addition. Hypothesis 8 was that, at the time of the final
separation, males would recall lower well-being than females. This
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TABLE 9
Sex Differences in Mean Weil-Being
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Males 2.64 -.93
-1.59 1.97
Females 1.53 -1.96
-1.40 1.65
P Level * **
* p < .01, Analysis of Variance
** p < .05, Analysis of Variance
prediction was not supported — no significant differences between
the sexes was found at Time 3. However, mens' well-being tended to
drop from Time 2-3, while women's well-being tended to increase.
That is, men's well-being exceeded women's well-being at Time 2,
but there was no difference between the sexes at Time 3.
Sex differences in reported initiation of separation . Hypothesis 9
was that men would be less likely than women to initiate the break-
up. This prediction was confirmed. Of the 21 persons who said that
they had left their partner, only 24% were men, while 76% were women,
as shown in Table 10. In addition, sex differences in the likelihood
of being left by one's partner were examined. Of those who said that
they had been left, 82% were men (N = 9) , while only 18% were women
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TABLE 10
Sex Differences in Reported Initiation of Separation
Male Female
Leaver 5
Left 9 2
Mutual 6 2
(N = 2) . Finally, sex differences in the likelihood of participating
in a mutual decision were examined. Of those who said they had
participated in a mutual decision, 75% were men (N = 6) and 25%
were women (N = 2)
.
Sex differences in membership in each of three sequences . Of the
fourteen people in the "early recovery of well-being" group — those
whose reported well-being had increased from Time 2 to 3 , six were
men and four were women. Of the fourteen people in the "extended
misery" group — those whose reported well-being had neither increased
nor decreased from Time 2 to 3, only four were men and ten were women.
And of the twelve people in the "continued deterioration of well-being"
group — those whose reported well-being had declined from Time 2 to
3, ten were men and only two were women.
TABLE 11
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Number of Men and Women in Each of Three Sequences to Breakup
Men Women
Early Recovery of Well-Being 6 8
Extended Misery 4 10
Continued Deterioration of Well-Being 10 2
Sex differences in time between separation and singlehood . No pre-
dictions were made regarding sex differences in the length of time
between the separation (Time 3) and the time when the respondent
felt single (Time 4) . Since women were on the average married longer
than men, it was necessary to control for length of marriage in
this analysis of sex differences. Results showed that, regardless
of length of marriage, men tended to take less time than women be-
tween the time of separation and the time of feeling single (see
Table 12)
.
In this sample, 52% of the respondents classified themselves as
the one to leave, 27.5% said that they had been left by their part-
ner, and 20% said that both partners had made a mutual decision to
end the marriage.
How do accounts differ between those who said that they were th
Leavers Versus Left
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TABLE 12
Months Between Separation and Feeling Single (T )
Length of Marriage
Short-Term Long-Term
Male 9.64 (N = 14) 20.17 (N = 6)
Female 21.83 (N = 6) 30.93 (N = 14)
Sex Differences p = .07
Length of Marriage Differences p = .12
ones to leave versus those who said their partner left them ver-
sus those who said a mutual decision had been made? Hypothesis 10
was that, at the point of final separation, those who said that
they left their spouse would recall higher well-being than those
who said that the spouse had left. This prediction was not con-
firmed. No differences in well-being were found between those
who left, those who were left, and those who separated mutually.
However, at the Time 2 point of maximum uncertainty, those who
said that they had participated in a mutual decision to end the
marriage recalled greater well-being than either the leavers or the
left. (See Table 13 .)
Hypothesis 11 predicted that leavers would report that it took
less time between the time of separation and the time of feeling
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TABLE 13
Weil-Being Differences in Reported Initiation of Separation
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Leaver 2.13
Left 2.30
Mutual 2.33
-1.47*
-2.72
.07
-1.76
-1.34
-1.68
1.52
1.96
2.01
* p< .001 Mutual > Leaver i> Left, Analysis of Variance
single than would the left. This hypothesis was not confirmed. No
differences were found between leavers and the left.
Correlates of Length of Marriage
How do accounts of ex-spouses from long-term marriages differ
from those from short-term marriages? To obtain this distinction
between long-term and short-term marriages , the sample was split at
the median (i.e., 8 years and 11 months) into those from long-term
versus short-term marriages.
Hypothesis 12 predicted that, at Times 2 and 3 those from long-
term marriages would recall that they had stronger barriers to break-
up than those from short-term marriages. This hypothesis was sup-
ported at the time of maximum uncertainty. Those from long-term
marriages did indeed recall greater barriers at Time 2 (p < .05).
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Further, this prediction was not confirmed at the time of the final
separation. That is, at Time 3, there were no differences in
barriers for those from long-term compared with short-term marriages.
Hypothesis 13 was that those from long-term compared with short-
term marriages would report that it took longer between the time of
separation and the time of feeling single. Since women were on the
average married longer than men, it was necessary to control for sex
in this analysis. Results showed that, regardless of sex, those
from long-term marriages tended to recall that it took longer between
the time of separation and the time of feeling single.
CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
Very little has been documented about the processes of maiital
dissolution. The present study of recently divorced persons has
attempted to understand varying sequences by which divorced persons
perceive their former marriage to have moved from a peak point of
enduring commitment to one of total breakup.
The study has used Levinger's (1965, 1976) three-part conception
of pair cohesiveness to consider the combination of three major
changes associated with the breakup of a marriage. One component
is a decline in either or both spouses' attractions to the marriage —
either absolutely or relative to one's changing expectations of a
satisfactory marriage. A second component is a rise in alternat i ve
attractions
, either toward a different partner or merely the state of
being single or independent. A third component is a decline in
barriers against breakup, which include both outside pressures and
one's own feelings of obligation or commitment. This investigation
was primarily concerned with the ordering and impact of such changes.
To obtain systematic data about temporal changes, we selected
four distinct time points between the beginning of the relationship
and the present time. Although there was some variation across re-
spondents, each point was reasonably comparable in their reported
degree of confidence in the relationship.
"Time 1" was defined as the point of peak confidence in the
continuation of the relationship; this point sometimes occurred before
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the marriage itself. In all but a few cases, Time 1 referred to
90% or greater confidence; for the remaining few, it referred to
about 80% confidence.
"Time 2" was defined as the point of maximum uncertainty about
the marriage's continuation, i.e., approximately 50% confidence.
Time 2 was usually perceived to be a turning point in which one
moved from being confident that the marriage would continue indef-
initely to being fairly sure that it would not.
"Time 3" was defined as the point of final separation, i.e.,
roughly 0% confidence in the marriage's continuation. In only two
cases was confidence at Time 3 rated higher than 10%. Time 2 was
usually perceived to be a turning point in which one gave up almost
all confidence that the marriage would continue.
Finally, "Time 4" was defined as the time when the respondent
really felt again like a single person, and represented the end point
of the dissolution process. For most people, this point came months
or years after the actual divorce. This time refers to the end of
what Bohannan (1971) calls the "psychic divorce".
These four times will here be labeled points of (1) peak confi-
dence , (2) maximum uncertainty , (3) final separation , and (4) psycho-
logical divorce .
The purpose of this study was to examine the ordering of changes
across these time points, how changes were associated with a person's
well-being, and what varying patterns existed for different subgroups
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of respondents. Although there were general patterns, there was
also considerable variation in respondents' experiences. There
was no single preponderant ordering among different people's des-
criptions of marital deterioration and ending. We will look at the
major findings, review some methodological limitations of this
study, and then discuss the implications of the results.
The Main Findings
There were three change periods over the course of the marital
dissolution process. Change Period 1 was from peak confidence to
maximum uncertainty. Change Period 2 was from maximum uncertainty to
final separation. Change Period 3 was from final separation to psycho-
logical divorce. Let us consider temporal change in attractions and
barriers, correlates of well-being change, contrasting sequences of
change over time, and sex differences.
Changes in attractions and barriers . For the average respondent,
attraction to the relationship declined fairly steeply during the
first change period — from feeling strongly positive to feeling some-
what negative; it then continued to decline somewhat during the second
period, and remained low during the third period. Simultaneously,
alternative attraction increased moderately during Change Period 1,
still remaining negative at Time 2; it then rose from feeling neg-
ative to feeling somewhat positive from Time 2 to 3, and continued to
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rise after the final separation. At the same time, barriers
dropped slightly during the first change period, and then continued
to decline more steeply during change periods 2 and 3.
Correlates of well-being change
.
During the first change period,
declining well-being was correlated with declining attractions,
but not correlated with change in either alternative attractions or
barriers. During the second period, well-being change was most
highly correlated with rises in alternative attractions and next
most with declines in attractions; it was not related at all to
barrier change. During the third period, when the average respondent'
well-being increased considerably, increases were most correlated
with rises in alternative attractions and next most with drops in
barriers
.
Sequences of well-being change . In order to identify different
patterns of breakup, we used reported well-being change as the main
index. There seemed to be three distinct patterns. In order to dif-
ferentiate these three sequences, our procedure was to look at well-
being change from "maximum uncertainty" to "final separation". A
first group consisted of fourteen people whose well-being increased
by at least one whole number on the well-being scale between
Time 2
and 3. A second group consisted of fourteen respondents
whose well-
being remained about the same - that is, neither increased
nor de-
creased one whole number. A third group of twelve
respondents had
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dropped in their well-being by at least one whole number. In order
to understand these three patterns, we looked at changes in attrac-
tions to the relationship and its alternatives.
Early recovery
.
In the first group, mean attractions to the
relationship declined steeply from Time 1 to 2 , and then remained
negative from Time 2 to 3. Simultaneously, alternative attractions
increased moderately, and then continued to rise to a positive level
at Time 3. In this group, there was a steep decline in well-being,
followed by a gradual increase in well-being.
Extended misery . In the second group, mean attractions declined
moderately from Time 1 to 2, and continued to decline from Time 2 to
3. Simultaneously, alternative attractions increased moderately, and
then continued to rise to a slightly positive level at Time 3. In
this group, there was a moderate decline in well-being followed by
an extended period in which well-being remained low from Time 2 to 3,
followed by a rise in well-being from Time 3 to 4.
Continued deterioration . In the third group, mean attractions de-
clined gradually from Time 1 to 2, and then continued to decline from
Time 2 to 3. Simultaneously, alternative attractions increased mod-
erately, but then declined, so that alternative attractions were
negative at Time 3. In this group, there was a moderate decline in
well-being from Time 1 to 2, and then a continued decline from Time 2
to 3. Only from Time 3 to 4 did the average respondent's well-being
ri
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Sex differences. A number of sex differences appear to be of int-
erest. First, men and women in this sample experienced changes in
both marital and alternative attractions somewhat differently. Women
showed a steeper decline than men in their marital attractions from
Time 1 to 2. Although there were no sex differences at Time 1, men
were on the average more attracted to their marriage at Times 2 and
3. Further, women showed a steeper average increase in their alter-
native attractions from Time 2 to 3 . Whereas men's attractions to
alternatives were on the average greater than women's at Time 2, no
sex differences obtained at Time 3. "
Second, male and female respondents recalled changes in their
well-being somewhat differently. From Time 1 to 2, there were no
sex differences in the steepness of well-being decline, although the
average man's reported well-being was greater than the women's at
both Times 1 and 2. However, from Time 2 to 3, the average woman's
well-being increased slightly, whereas that of the average man de-
creased slightly. That is, men were no longer better off psychologi-
cally at Times 3 and 4; there were no longer sex differences in well-
being at these times
.
There were also differences in the sex composition of the three
patterns of well-being change. The "early recovery" group had slightly
more women than men and the "extended misery" group had many more
women; on the other hand, the "continued deterioration" group consisted
almost entirely of men.
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Two final sex differences are notable. The female respondents
were more likely to say that they initiated the breakup. But follow-
ing breakup, women tended to take longer to recover. With length of
marriage controlled, the women reported a longer time than the men
between the time of final separation and the psychological divorce.
Before discussing the implications of these findings, let us con-
sider the methodological limitations of this study. Such limitations
restrict our ability to draw oroadly general conclusions.
Methodological Limitations
One reason there has been so little research about the processes
of marital dissolution, or about close relationships in general, is
that a number of methodological limitations often confront the re-
searcher in this area. Below we discuss some limitations of this
s tudy
.
Selectivity of the sample . It was not possible to obtain a sample
for study which was truly representative of people experiencing the
process of divorce. First of all, the population was limited to one
geographical area ~ a western Massachusetts college area. Our re-
spondents were relatively well educated, primarily middle class, and
usually rather ideologically progressive.
Second, respondents were necessarily all volunteers. As often
occurs in- close relationship research, many of the people
initially
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contacted either refused or otherwise failed to participate. It
is difficult to know how those who participated may have differed
from those who did not. Nevertheless, let us consider one possible
difference. People who had not yet resolved their emotional pain
were probably less likely to participate than those who had; a small
number of refusers said that they did not want to experience the
possible pain of stirring up unresolved feelings. On the other hand,
it is also possible that our sample actually included a higher pro-
portion of persons with unresolved feelings; such people may have
been eager to talk with someone who might help them work on their
problems. For example, some of the women who had been physically
abused appeared to look forward to the potentially therapeutic oppor-
tunity to talk about their experiences; thus, the thirty-five per-
cent who said that they had been physically abused may have been
greater than the proportion in the general population.
Since this was an unrepresentative sample, the results must be
interpreted with caution. One can hardly generalize to other than
similarly selected ex-spouses in similar socio-cultural locations.
The correlational nature of the data . A second limitation is that the
data are correlational. Therefore, it is difficult to disentangle
the causal factors to make confident statements about causal connec-
tions. For example, one can only speculate about how well-being
change is causally related to change in attractions and barriers.
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The causality of any given association could be in either or both
directions; or some unassessed third variable may account for the
association. In close relationship research, drawing conclusions re-
quires attention to the circular causality behind many of the pertinent
phenomena
.
Possible non-comparability of the time points
. Another limitation of
this study is the possible non-comparability of the time points.
Although the points appeared to be comparable in terms of the re-
spondents' relative confidence in the continuation of the relationship,
there were probably differences in how the times were selected. For
example, a person more prone to worrying may have become maximally
uncertain sooner than another person even if, in terms of chronolo-
gical time, they both experienced a similar timing and ordering of
changes in the forces in the marriage. Or people may have used dif-
ferent criteria to define when they felt single again.
In some ways. Time 3 seems likely to be most comparable across
respondents because it is marked by an external event — an actual
physical separation. In this regard, Rands (1980) found that, when
reports of the final separation and other dates were compared to court
records, there was in fact strong correspondence.
The use of retrospective data . The data for this inquiry were obtained
from retrospective "accounts" of a past relationship. Such retrospec-
tive reports are susceptible to a number of biases.
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People's accounts are likely to be distorted in order to
justify the fact that the relationship has ended, and to make the
post-breakup adjustment more manageable (Newman & Langer, 1977)
.
For example, some respondents may have underrated their attraction
to the marriage at the time of final separation in order to justify
its ending.
Furthermore, people often distort or omit information that puts
them in a negative light. For example, none of the 20 men reported
having ever abused their wives physically.
In addition, the interviewer's gender may have affected the
nature of the self-report. For example, men acknowledged more often
than women having had sexual problems in the marriage; women may have
been more reluctant than men to acknowledge sexual difficulties to a
male interviewer.
The retrospective approach, then, permits statements only about
the way these divorced persons recalled their relationship's dissolu-
tion, rather than about their actual experience. Nevertheless, as
Weiss (1975) notes, such an account is of major importance to a
separated person; it serves to organize the events and thereby helps
one deal with them psychologically.
Implications of the Findings
The individual in a dissolving marriage faces two major tasks.
One task is to deal with the loss of the relationship, of severing th
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marital bonds and of resolving one's remaining connections with the
spouse. This is what Hagestad and Smyer (1982) call the process of
"ceasing," or of exiting from one's role of spouse. A second task
is to form new interpersonal connections to replace the marital ones,
to take on new challenges, to start anew. This parallels what Hage-
stad and Smyer call the process of "becoming," or of incorporating
a new role. In his book on bereavement, Parkes (1972) noted:
"every change involves a loss and a gain... the individual is faced
with the need to give up one mode of life and accept another" (p. 52)
.
Here I shall refer to these two tasks which face a person in a
dissolving marriage as marital endings and new beginnings
. These
tasks may be engaged either consciously or unconsciously. Dropping
one's attractions to the relationship seems to be a major aspect of
the process of marital endings in that it contributes to breaking the
bond. Increasing one's alternative attractions is a major aspect of
the process of new beginnings in that it represents a growing
acceptance of a new life.
Change in attractions and alternative attractions . Our findings sug-
gest that considerable dissatisfaction with the existing marriage
generally preceded the emergence of an attractive alternative. For
instance, affairs were more often reported to be a result of a dis-
satisfying relationship than an independent cause. For example,
one thirty-year-old woman said that she became disillusioned by
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her marriage after her husband would not support her "personal
development"; only then did she turn to another man to get what
she wanted (p. 55). Another example is the forty-three-year-old
woman who said that her affair had come only after many years of a
deteriorating marriage and that, for most of those years, she had
been sufficiently satisfied never to even consider the possibility
of an outside involvement (p. 59)
.
Jaffe and Kanter (1976) , in their study of couples in urban
communes, also found that outside sexual involvement usually came
only after a marriage had seriously deteriorated, although they
then often helped to precipitate the actual decision to separate.
They suggested that such outside sexual experiments often repre-
sent a critical transition on the road towards breakup.
There are at least two reasons why people may need to be dis-
satisfied with their marriage before they seek appealing alternatives.
First, if one is satisfied, then one is not likely to risk jeopardizing
the relationship. However, after dissatisfaction mounts, one may
actually want to replace the spouse, and therefore one may look for
alternatives
.
A second reason is that one may be ready to undertake new begin-
nings only after much of the work of marital endings has previously
been accomplished. Even if one wants to seek alternatives, one may
not be psychologically prepared to do so until one has begun to sever
the existing bonds with the spouse. As one woman put it, who had
attempted to begin a new relationship before she had begun to resolve
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her feelings towards her husband: "I wanted to meet new men, but
whenever I was out with someone I just couldn't get Bill off my
mind.
"
In the present sample, thejnore the respondents had dropped
their attractions between Time 1 and 2, the more theylater_in-
creased their alternative attractions between Time 2 and 3. This
suggests that the more one has accomplished marital endings the more
one will be ready psychologically to establish an alternative life.
As one woman told me: "I'd been unhappy with the marriage for a
while, but I finally became so depressed that I realized it couldn't
ever be revived. I was then able to let go so that I could look
elsewhere for other sources of gratification."
Sequences of well-being change . Over a third of the respondents re-
called having already begun to recover their well-being during the
second change period (i.e., before the final separation); other
spouses' well-being was still declining or remained about the same.
Much has been written about the profound emotional distress
that often accompanies separation. For example, Weiss (1975) noted
that almost everyone experiences "separation distress" — profound
emotional turmoil stemming from the loss of a person with whom a close
attachment bond has been formed. However, relatively little has been
documented about people's emotional reactions at other times during
marital dissolution. The present study found that the turmoil asso-
ciated with uncertainty about the marriage's continuation was for
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some ex-spouses even greater than their separation distress. These
spouses were actually on the road to recovery at the time of separ-
ation
.
This finding may have generality beyond our sample in a college
community. Hagestad and Smyer report a similar finding in their
study of an urban sample in Pittsburgh. For some of their respon-
dents, the period_before^a final
^
decision had been made was the most
difficult_point in the process of marital dissolution.
How might a person begin to recover a sense of psychological
well-being? The present data suggest a number of ways in which people
may begin to recover their well-being before a final separation.
First, resolving one's conflicted feelings about the marriage
may be necessary preparation for seeking out other potential sources
of emotional support. "Early recovery" respondents showed the steep-
est decline in attractions to the relationship between Time 1 and 2
,
and the steepest rise in alternative attractions from Time 2 to 3
.
Similarly, Hagestad and Smyer found that those people who had exper-
ienced the most difficult period before the final separation were more
likely to have gotten an early start in the process of ceasings.
A second possibility is suggested by the present findings of
a strong association between rises in alternative attractions and
recovery of well-being from Time 2 to 3 . While it is not necessarily
true that "all you need is love", in the words of one popular song,
becoming attracted to someone or something to replace an unattractive
marriage might help to restore one's well-being.
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It is likely that a complicated association exists between
changes in alternative attractions and well-being change. For
example, a fundamental change in one's sense of self might be needed
before one would be ready either to seek out alternatives or to re-
cover one's psychological well-being. Alternatively, a minimum of
well-being might be needed before a person would even be ready to
consider alternatives- There are many possibilities of circular
causality and complex feedback among the various changes,
A final word of caution is in order concerning the interpretations
of the three contrasting sequences. We can not rule out the possi-
bility that some of the observed differences between the groups are
due to methodological artifacts regarding the possible non-comparabil-
ity of the time points. For example, those in the "early recovery"
group may have been those who became uncertain about the marriage's
continuation at a later time chronologically, compared with respon-
dents in the other two groups, perhaps because they generally worry
less. Thus, their attractions might have declined further by Time 2
even if, in terms of chronological time, perceived attractions dropped
at the same rate. That is, the differences would have to do with the
selection of Time 3 rather than the actual speed of decline in attrac-
tions.
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Sex Differences
Change in attractions to the marriage and alternatives . There are at
least two explanations for the finding that women recalled a steeper
decline than did men ,in their attraction to the marriage during the
initial change period. One concerns possible differences in what
men and women tend to get from their efforts in marriage. A second
explanation assumes that women are more sensitive to problems in
relationships
.
Although men and women may be equally attracted to a marriage
at a point of peak commitment, women's rewards may require a
greater personal effort than men's (e.g., Bernard, 1973). In fact,
women in this sample did tend to recall having put more energy into
their relationship at Time 1. If then, a woman decides that her
effort is not worthwhile (i.e., that the relationship is inequitable)
then she will more rapidly get disenchanted. Furthermore, in ab-
solute terms, marriage may be better for men than for women. It
has been contended that marriage exerts a protective effect for men,
with regard to their physical, social and psychological well-being,
but that it is often detrimental for women (Bernard, 1973)
.
Another explanation is that women may be more attuned to
subtle processes in a close relationship than are men, and are
therefore sooner aware of marital troubles. Women traditionally
have been socialized to be more sensitive than men to the
quality and regulation of their close relationships. Furthermore,
women may have more at stake in a marriage — a man traditionally
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has a career or other outside interests while a woman centers her
life mainly around her marriage and family ~ and so women may
generally be more strongly motivated than men to assess their
marriages. A number of previous investigators have in fact found
that women register marital trouble earlier (e.g.. Hill, Rubin &
Peplau, 1976; Hagestad & Smyer, 1982)
.
In the present sample, the women were probably more likely than
average American women to be in tune with the women's movement,
having higher expectations of what they consider a satisfying mar-
riage. After marriage, such women were probably more likely than
average to find that their expectations were not met, and to therefore
experience a steeper decline in attractions.
Our data also suggest that, because women had dropped their
attractions more than men from Time 1 to 2
,
they may have been able
to increase their alternative attractions more than men from Time 2
to 3. That is, women may have been further along in the process of
marital endings, and therefore more ready to establish alternatives
to marriage.
Well-being change . Women in this sample were more likely than men to
recover their well-being before separation; men's well-being was more
likely to deteriorate right up to the time of separation. In a paral-
lel finding, Hagestad and Smyer 's (1982) sample of women were more
likely to say that the period before the divorce decision was most
traumatic, whereas for the men the most difficult period tended to be
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after the final divorce decision. Hagestad and Smyer suggest that
women tended to recognize earlier that the marriage was coming apart
and made an earlier start in the process of marital ending. We here
speculate that, in addition, women may be ready earlier than men to
seek out other sources of well-being, including alternatives to the
marriage
.
Reported initiation of separation
. The present finding that women
were more likely than men to say that they initiated their breakup is
a common one in the literature (Kressel, Lopez-Morrillas
,
Weinglass
& Deutsch, 1979; Hill, Rubin & Peplau, 1978; Rands, 1980) . If indeed
marriage is better for men than for women, and if women register
trouble earlier, then it would be expected that they would more often
be the one to leave.
Nevertheless, the issue of who is the "leaver" is a complex one.
As Weiss (1975) noted, often the label of one spouse as leaver and the
other as left oversimplifies a complex interactive process. Although
women in this study more often said they initiated the breakup, this
could reflect that the men may have been less willing to accept re-
sponsibility for the ending, even if they wanted it equally much.
Such men may have behaved so as to induce their spouse to leave phys-
ically — e.g., by themselves leaving the relationship emotionally.
Time between separation and singlehood . Although the women in this
sample may have been farther along in both the ending and the new
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beginning process at the time of the final separation, they subse-
quently appear to have recovered their well-being more slowly than
did men. That is, it took the average woman longer to really "feel
single again," controlling for length of marriage. In a similar
finding. Rands (1980) found that women, on the average, began to feel
single again following separation at a later time. No other pre-
viously published studies seem to have assessed the comparative
speed of men's and women's post-separation recovery.
The finding that women took longer to feel single again suggests
that the process of establishing a new life is harder for women than
for men. Historically, women have probably had less appealing alter-
natives to their marriages than have men (Bernard, 1973) . The
traditional role of women in our society, revolving around marriage
and the family, may still today prevent ex-wives from establishing
ties outside the home (Fischer & Phillips, 1979) , thus leaving them
with fewer others to turn to for emotional support after breakup.
Furthermore, when women do find employment outside the home it is
likely to be of lower income, and so women are more likely than men
to have financial difficulties after breakup.
In addition, establishing new romantic relationships may take
more time for women than for men following the final separation.
Weiss (1975) found that women reported themselves as more cautious
than men about becoming sexually involved with new partners, wanting
to wait until an emotional bond had been established. Divorced women
in general may also have a more difficult time than men in meeting new
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potential partners for at least three reasons. First, since many
divorced women are single parents who are tied to the home (Kohen,
Brown & Feldberg, 1979)
,
they may have less opportunity to meet
potential mates. Secondly, when women are in situations where they
might meet a man, they are likely to adhere to the traditional norm
and to wait for men to initiate encounters. Thirdly, the age range
of eligible mates is generally larger for divorced men; men but not wo-
men typically feel free to become involved with someone who is younger.
Implications of the Attraction-Barrier Conception
The framework of the present study is based on the assumption
that people remain in a relationship when they are attracted to it
and/or they are barred from leaving it, and that it is preferable to
any viable alternative. It was further assumed that breakup occurs
when the forces inside a relationship become less favorable than
those from a viable alternative. That is, if internal attractions
or barriers decline, or if alternative attractions increase, breakup
will occur.
As Levinger (1976) noted, there are possible problems with this
conception that pertain to the likelihood that the three components
are not clearly distinct. Aside from concerns on a theoretical level,
this raises the question of how distinct the components were to the
respondents in this study. In the sense that the average ex-spouse
rated the three components as being differentially related to well-
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being over time, it appears that they were able to distinguish
among them even though they are not totally independent.
If we look at our earlier conception, we see that the cohesive-
ness of a relationship was defined as the total field of forces
acting on the two participants to remain in or to leave the re-
lationship. On the basis of the data about the correlates of well-
being change, we suggest that the components have different degrees
of importance to a spouse at different points in time. At the time
of strong commitment, one is likely to remain in the marriage primarily
because one is strongly attracted, regardless of whether there are
strong barriers or appealing alternatives. After dissatisfaction
mounts, however, one is likely to remain only if one's attractions
are assessed as distinctly stronger than those towards a viable alter-
native, still with relatively little regard for the strength of the
barriers
.
Given that well-being change was not associated with barrier re-
duction until after separation, this study raises the question of
whether in modern society barriers have much influence in keeping a
person married. Perhaps, as a result of social changes, in modern
society the main emphasis is on whether a marriage is growth-promoting
and vital, rather than on its stability. Bersheid and Campbell (1979)
suggest that, because of the reduction in barriers at a societal level,
one's emotional experience in a relationship is now most closely
linked to personal satisfaction or dissatisfaction. In contrast, in
traditional marriages, which were likely to often have been held
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together by strong barriers, stability itself may have been a con-
siderable source of satisfaction in the relationship - a good mar-
riage in large part defined as one that had endured over time. Per-
haps, then, if we studied a different sample, one consisting mainly
of ex-spouses from "traditional" marriages, change in well-being
would be found mainly related to one's perceptions of changing
barriers
.
Suggestions for Future Research
It has been stated that the present study is exploratory. As
such, it raises a number of issues and possibilities for future re-
search which will be briefly considered here.
First, the present sort of method could be employed with a
large sample of ex-spouses from a broad range of ethnic, socio-
economic and cultural backgrounds to test the generality of our
findings. We have identified dimensions of relationship change and
sequential time points that appear to be meaningful and distinct to
the average respondent. Given the size and unrepresentative nature
of our sample, we need to examine other samples.
Second, the issue of the utilization of retrospective as opposed
to alternative methodologies is highlighted by this study. Future
research should supplement the retrospective approach with a prospec-
tive one. One could obtain a large sample of married couples to
follow over time until a large nxamber broke up. Although such an
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approach is costly and difficult to undertake, it has a number of
merits. First, it could lend itself to both self-report data as
well as to the assessment of ongoing process by observers outside
the pair. Second, a comparison of husbands' and wives' experiences
in the same marriage would be possible. This would enable us to
address the question of the possible non-comparability of the time
points by seeing how participants in the same relationship may
select important points in time differently. Thus, we could compare
how the amount of time between the points differs across respondents.
Third, by studying a large sample of married couples, the circum-
stances under which deterioration in a marriage is reversed could
be compared with those in which divorce could not be averted.
A third issue raised in this study concerns the likelihood of
circular causal processes and complex feedback among the various
forces that impinge on a close relationship. In this study, for ex-
ample, we raised the question of how an individual might begin to re-
cover his or her well-being. Future research should try to disen-
tangle the complex and multiple determinants of well-being for the
individual in a dissolving marriage. Although circular causal models
have recently become popular (e.g., Watzlawick, Weakland and Fisch,
1974) they have not been employed in the study of long-term relation-
ship change, partly due to the difficulty in identifying and measuring
circular causal processes.
A fourth issue concerns the assessment of barrier forces in a
lationship. Future research should develop additional ways ofre
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measuring barriers. This study employed only a single retrospec-
tive measure, even though there are many sorts of barriers, so-ne
of which are likely to be more meaningful at a given time than
others. We need to study further the ways in which barriers might
be meaningful. Even if they are not generally related to well-
being, they could be important in the sense that they might be
related to marital stability.
Fifth, questions about the processes of marital endings and new
beginnings were raised. Studies using a wide variety of measures of
these processes are needed. Our measure of attractions tapped only
one aspect of the process of marital endings; there are numerous
others. For example, Bohannan (1976) specified six different and
overlapping experiences of separation which pertain to various
aspects of endings as well as of new beginnings — the emotional,
legal, economic, coparental, community and psychic divorces. We need
measures of each of these sorts of experiences. My measure of
attraction pertains more to emotional experiences in the relationship
than to legal, economic, or even coparental ones.
Our measure of alternative attractions only measured in a general
way the process of new beginnings. Bohannan 's community divorce,
which refers to changes of friends and community, and his psychic
divorce, which includes the problem of regaining the individual auto-
nomy, pertain to a number of aspects of one's alternative life follow-
ing breakup, each of which could be assessed with specific measures.
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Conclusion
We end with a brief consideration of the clinical implications
of this study. Given the preliminary nature of our findings, caution
must be exercised in deriving any clinical prescriptions at this
time. Ultimately, to the extent that researchers can draw broadly
general conclusions, such knowledge can be clinically useful in
helping recently divorced persons to understand, and to thus manage,
their present situation, to anticipate the changes ahead, and to
more easily begin anew.
Our findings suggest that those who are most ready to undertake
new beginnings and to recover their psychological well-being are
those who have previously accomplished much of the task of ending
the marriage. Weiss (1975), in his "seminars for the separated",
helped people to first examine their emotional reactions to the loss
of the spouse and to then later address issues of starting over and
building a new life. We would also emphasize first settling old
business before dealing with new pursuits.
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APPENDIX A
Letter of Invitation
Dear
:
I am doing a study of the beginnings and endings of marriages,
particularly focusing on experiences leading up to divorce, a topic
which concerns many people these days. At the present time, there
is almost no systematic knowledge about how marital relationships
change over time, and so people are not able to see how their own
experiences compare with those of others.
I want to ask you for your help in my study—a doctoral disser-
tation in psychology at the University of Massachusetts. Your name
and address is in the public records at the Hampshire County Court
as having obtained a divorce during the past five years. I wonder if
you would be willing to talk with me about how your marriage changed
over time.
Since this letter must come as a request from an utter stranger,
let me tell you something about myself. I am a 27-year old psycholo-
gist who has studied both people's courtship and separation experiences
for the past 2h years. I have also led a discussion group for sep-
arated and divorced individuals (Spring 1979 at the University of
Massachusetts) and I am currently doing counseling with couples and
families. For the present research project, I have done preliminary
interviews with six divorced women and men, each of whom later told me
that they found the interview worthwhile and insight-provoking. For
this study, I have received some funding that will permit me to pay you
a modest fee for 1*5 to 2 hours of your time.
I hope that you will be interested in talking with me. I would
try to make your interview experience worthwhile. This would be a re-
search interview rather than counseling and your answers would be held
strictly confidential and anonymous. Your account of your marriage,
together with those of other interviewees, will add to our knowledge
and eventually benefit other people. A report of my findings will be
sent to everyone who takes part.
Whatever your decision, I would appreciate your returning the en-
closed card. Of, if you prefer, you may call me at my home (586-6858)
between 7:00 and 9:00 P.M.
Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
Robert Miller
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APPENDIX B
Consent to Participate
This study is an investigation of the beginnings and endings
of marriages, particularly focusing on experiences leading up to
divorce. You will talk with an interviewer for about an hour-and-a
half about your marriage and how it changed over time. This is a
research interview rather than counseling. The interviewer will
take notes, but the session will not be tape recorded.
Your answers will be held strictly confidential and anonymous.
Your responses will be assigned a code number, and no identifying
information will be associated with your records.
You may refuse to answer any question at any time during the
interview. In addition, you may withdraw from the study at any
time for any reason.
I have read the above statement and have asked whatever questions
I have about the research. I agree to participate in this study.
Signature Date
APPENDIX C
Demographic Characteristics
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#
Sex :
_Male
Female
Occupation
:
Full-time
Part-time
Income: $0-$4,999
$5,000-$9,999
$10,000-$14,999
$15,000-319,999
$20,000-$30,000
Education: Less than high school
Some high school
High school graduate
Some college
College graduate
Some graduate study
Master's, Ph.d., or other professional degree
Other (e.g., vocational school)
Present Living Situation (check all that apply)
:
Live alone
Live with young child or children
Live with parents
Live with other adult (s) (What is their relation-
ship to you? )
How long have you lived at your present address?
What was your ex-spouse's occupation when you were married?
Now?
What was your joint income during the last year of your marriage?
$0-$4,999
$5,000-$9,999
'$10,000-$14,999
$15,000-$19,999
"$20,00O-$3O,000
Over $30,000
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How long have you had your present job?
If less than three years, what was your previous occupation?
How long?
What was the date of marriage?
Who initiated separation?
Who filed for divorce?
Date of absolute decree?
Do you think of yourself as a single person?
If so, when did you first begin to think of yourself as a single
person ?
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APPENDIX D
Time and Energy Devoted to the Relationship and Alternatives
1. How much time did you spend thinking about the good and bad
aspects of your relationship?
Thought about Thought about
relationship
relationship
not at all 0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 constantly
2. How much time did you spend thinking about the good and bad
aspects of life without your partner?
Thought about Thought about
life without life without
partner partner
not at all 0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 constantly
3. How much time did you spend thinking about the degree to which
you felt obligated or committed to continuing the relationship?
Thought about Thought about
obligations or obligations or
commitments commitments
not at all 0123456789 constantly
4. How much of your energy did you put into trying to work out
problems in the relationship?
None of my All of my
energy 0123456789 energy
5. How much of your energy did you put into exploring opportunities
outside of the relationship (e.g., other potential partners,
your career, etc.)?
None of my
energy 012345678 9 All of myenergy
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APPENDIX E
Attractions and Barriers
1. For the moment, please consider only your positive feelings to-
wards the relationship. How positive did you feel about it?
Not at all Very
positive 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 positive
2. Now consider only your negative feelings. How negative did you
feel about your relationship?
Not at all Very
negative 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 negative
3. Now consider both positive and negative feelings. How attracted
did you feel toward the relationship?
Very Very
repelled
-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 positive
4. For the moment, consider only your positive feelings towards a
life without your partner. How positive did you feel about it?
Not at all Very
positive 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 positive
5. Now consider only your negative feelings. How negative did you
feel about a life without your partner?
Not at all Very
negative 0 -1 -2 -3 -4 -5 negative
6. Now consider both positive and negative feelings. How attracted
did you feel toward a life without your partner?
Very Very
repelled -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 +5 attracted
7. How obligated or committed did you feel toward continuing the
relationship?
Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much
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APPENDIX F
Components of Psychological Weil-Being
1. To what degree did you feel a sense of personal control over
your life in general?
Not at all 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Very much
2. How personally happy did you feel in those days, taking all
things together?
Completely Completely
unhappy -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 happy
3. How satisfied did you feel with your life in those days, taking
all things together?
Completely Completely
dissatisfied -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 satisfied
4. How tense did you fell?
Very tense -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 Very relaxed
5. How conflicted did you feel about your life?
Very Very much
conflicted -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 at ease
6. How depressed did you feel?
Very Very
depressed -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 elated
7. How optimistic did you feel?
Very Very
pessimistic ' -4 -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3 +4 optimistic
8. How self-confident did you feel?
Not at all V^^y
self-confident 0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 self-confident
9. In general, how successful did you feel?
Not at all ^^^y .
,
successful 0 12 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 successful

